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1. Quine, W. V. O., From a Logical Point of View, Haravrd University Press. 
2. Ibid., p.15-16. 

3. Ibid., chap. 7, p.131. 

4. Ibid., p.130. 


11 


AL-MUKHATABAT N° 27) &bjls.l] JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


calla GH LY! agli! Guy tall peal! deeds eagles aly! gard, cull 
Apaal (yoSig bate Aut! am le S015 pail Ge gis Gl ByLall O95 ol Leas 
lly Ardpootl Slab Arslic Wel ollall jlcl prc 3 SY aglill Nis 
4a pa0 lage day a) Mog AS Sh Leadl Slee (ys Lebel! Gay) Laleis Lertles (Sy 
Le GS G| 4a85 Aaya Jy Mad lagege adloll 9 perl clas! dle rei le GK 13) bs 
AB yall Ml Le gl Gye al AY! Jans be gag tale Lec Sis 

sLadl oy Glib, Apedlollg Ayslaikl gilacd! On Anwsly sgt GulgS dyes Y 
Asylas LLL polall yl aSloll Ge dees Wi Gee LA Agedlgt Usleakly at Yiul 
eb lad! slice Aspe g desi Are glglasy! LAMM ol Gres ccalyS d! Anil 
gl Aasolge aye Cutty Ayal syot UGS cobs § Asgalll Labs Ppa 
SS Gye Slo! ge Cote! Aust of Alay ge Aalll Ge Sytedld i Gog Gla 
Cs Gus” GS cingdg 13) AEj1d Ape gllasy Aleut OSiee Wig TY Label 
Agld § BLM JS, Gusd US lo (SU Ay dell doe All Lady ga Lg] “obslisy! 
eel Cull eLitel F Gglposiun Yl argeaT GulgS Uale Ge Bll apalall al Yaselis 
pualie 29 SLY Garest ¢litela ee fll ued ¢litaly Abit oi alell 3 
deb Glet by S8b UL O90 Yoo tala! Crd (Sey Y Sue: Leds Abal je 
Aiud yelled Iygyas daaine ajliad CS Glo lan slik! Glial yo legs 
gagll Iie Gils le erin Le ling 

He aU Je Bptilee Cot Adal Gl Lolal couyel le “Ape gllas 1 Aiaill” 93s 
lise 9 alge Bay p5lii9 slats Lgl ogi tal Aapacl O) Lepillg LIS (pag aa! 
Laylce! Ny Ayelet Adgioel (ISG) Comit Apolall Adar oi Gar le gag Layghi 
SSN AatLud! eyalall, 42de g lia apd Xo; ASS Anelpall Abldg Aid§0 
say IS LED Gayl GgSo dally ARI dhol 3 lal Gi Syl lic 2M ein 
dis Sue dil gay Loo Algh ial Ayeglell aa) Geld Gow Guid lalla elaie 
plall ab GSI Byles t..esdly AbLawls Cog! 3 slazd vl coi tasgabll olga 
Ol gay Le gag Lplie G Si Sllas Yl leo Gat Y gil ABS able ge bil 


1. Quine, W. V. O., [1969] Ontological Relativity and Other Essays, p. 93. 
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1. Quine W. V. O, [1953], From a Logical Point of View. Harvard University Press, p.45. 


13 


AL-MUKHATABAT N° 27) &bjls.l] JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


14 


AL-MUKHATABAT N° 27) &bjls.l] JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


Présentation du numéro 27 
Juillet-Septembre 2018 


Hamdi MLIKA 
(Université de Kairouan) 


hamdi.mlika@flshk.tnu.tn 


Ce numéro 27 est consacré exclusivement 4 Quine, a ses critiques, a ses idées 
émises particuliérement en sémantique, ontologie et théorie de la référence. 
Quine est avant tout un logicien et pas n’importe lequel ; c’est donc tout a fait 
naturel de commencer ce voyage dans la philosophie de cet auteur par une 
‘question’ de nature logique. Paradoxalement, ce point de départ logique est 
lancé par un intuitionniste. Bien que Quine soit Padversaire déclaré de toute 
intuition en logique («jai des intuitions, disait-il, mais mes intuitions ne sont 
pas intuitionnistes »), il n’y a pas mieux pour comprendre sa logique qui se veut 
avant tout consertvattice et bivalente qu’un intuitionniste comme Joseph Vidal- 
Rosset. Djamila Hanifi, de LPuniversité Alger 2, par sa traduction d’un 
magnifique entretien donné par Quine en 1994 a Bradley Edmister et Michael 
O’shea, nous présente dans un arabe beau et lumineux, une synthése des idées 
du philosophe de Harvard. Robert Sinclair, de Puniversité Soka au Japon, se 
livre de son coté 4 une comparaison des idées de Quine et d’Austin tirant 
largement profit de son édition de quelques conférences inédites données par 
Quine et qui seront publiées sous le titre de Science and Sensibilia. Jean-Claude 
Dumoncel, ’éminent chercheur francais, nous fait le grand bonheur de 
contribuer a ce volume par une réflexion originale sur la logique modale entre 
Quine et Prior. Ibrahim Machrouh, de Vinstitution Dar EL Hadith EL Hassania 
a Rabat, propose de jeter un éclairage nouveau sur la question ontologique dans 
la philosophie de Quine. I] tente de mettre au clair Pune de ses idées les plus 
compliquées a savoir la relativité ontologique. Anne Reboul, de l'Institut Marc 
Jeannerod a Lyon, une structure de recherche dédiée aux sciences cognitives, 
discute la solution que prétend donner Tomasello au puzzle référentiel de 
« gavagai ». Francois Rivenc de l’Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne revient 
sur la question modale chez Quine. Il tente de comprendre la maniére avec 
laquelle Quine pose et dénigre les modalités logiques. Youssef Sissaoui de 
PUniversité Cadi Ayyad a Marrakech propose de scruter les liens de structure 
dans la pensée de Quine entre la signification, la traduction et la question 
ontologique. Cette question ne peut étre pleinement saisie et comprise que par 
le biais d'une idée centrale qui est celle de engagement ontologique, sujet sur 
lequel porte la contribution de Daniel Durante de Puniversité fédérale de Rio 
Grande do Norte au Brésil. Arthur Quincy de lPuniversité British Columbia, 
revient sur le lien important chez Quine entre Pontologie et la question de la 
référence. Hedi Haddad, de luniversité de Tunis, se propose, sur la trace de N. 
Goodman, d’explorer un aspect inédit de la pensée quinienne, en l’occurrence 
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le lien entre esthétique et épistémologie. Ali Benmakhlouf, auteur entre autres 
de Pourquoi lire les philosophes arabes ?, a gentiment accepté qu’on publie une 
version anglaise de son article dans lequel il met ensemble traduction, 
compréhension et « fluidité de la conversation ». Cette traduction du frangais a 
Panglais a été réalisée avec brio par M’Hammed Krifa de Puniversité de 
Kairouan. Gilles Kevorkian, connu pour ses recherches au sein du GEM au 
collége de France, nous aide a mieux comprendre la question de la 
quantification et de ’engagement dans lontologie de Quine. Samir Hasna de 
Puniversité du Chlef en Algérie juge de facon raisonnable que la maniére la plus 
efficace de comprendre la thése de Pholisme épistémologique quinien est de la 
comparer a celle initialement promulguée par Duhem, le philosophe frangais 
des sciences, dans le domaine de la théorie physique. Une telle comparaison lui 
permet de tirer des conclusions trés intéressantes au sujet du statut central de la 
these de Pholisme dans la philosophie de Quine. Dans le méme contexte, le 
chercheur de Université catholique pontificale du Chili, Kénio Angelo Dantas 
Freitas Estrela propose de jeter les nouvelles bases d’une analyse de 
Pimportance de Vholisme dans la pensée philosophique quinienne. Ahmed 
Jaouhari de PUniversité Ibn Tofait 4 El Kénitra au Maroc questionne la forme 
logique telle qu’elle est illustrée dans la philosophie de Quine. Alex Kieffer de 
PUniversité CUNY de New York, s’intéresse de prés a Pidée d’inscrutabilité 
chez Quine et propose de réexaminer sa place dans la théorie de la référence. 
Morris Ayek de ?Université de Munich Ludwig Maximilians se focalise sur les 
éléments qui relient et délient 4 la fois Quine et son disciple Davidson sur la 
question du contenu empirique. 


A la fin de cette présentation, je voudrais remercier tous ceux qui ont contribué 
a ce numéro et tous ceux qui nous ont aidés 4 mener a terme ce projet collectif 
particuliérement Dr. Salah Ismail de PUnivesrité du Caire et Dr. Youssef 
Tibesse de l’Université Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdallah a Feés qui nous ont fait part 
avec joie et générosité de leurs conseils et corrections. 
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No vicious circularity without 
classical logic 


Joseph VIDAL-ROSSET 
(Université de Lorraine, Archives Poincaré UMR 711 du CNRS) 


joseph. vidal-rosset@univ-lorraine.fr 


Résumé. Cet article prouve que les paradoxes appelés « cercles 
vicieux » comme celui de Russell exigent une logique classique, 
puisque l’élimination de la double négation joue un role clé dans 
leur dérivation. 


Mots-clés. Paradoxe, cercle vicieux, Russell, logique classique, 


double négation. 
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Abstract. This paper proves that paradoxes called “vicious 
circles” like Russell’s, require classical logic, since the double 
negation elimination plays a key role in their derivation. 


Keywords. Paradox, vicious circle, Rusell, classical logic, 
double negation. 


It seems that, at least confusedly, Quine (1986) recognized the existence 
of a relationship between the paradoxes of set theory and the use of 
classical logic when he wrote: 


Moreover, the paradoxes of set theory put an added premium on 
constructivism; for what we accomplish within its restraints is 
pretty clearly immune to the threat of contradiction that lingers 
outside. (Quine, 1986, p. 88) 
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The rejection of the excluded middle being an expression of 
constructivism, if the adoption of constructivism excludes the paradoxes 
of set theory, it is of course possible to suppose that this principle of 
classical logic can be one of the culprits of these paradoxes. But, of 
course, this suspicion does not explain the role of classical logic in the 
expression of these paradoxes. 


To unravel this question, let us recall, first of all, that Russell’s paradox 
starts from the definition of a set where all elements are sets that do not 
belong to themselves, a definition that can be translated in turn by this 
first order formula: 


dyVx((x Ex) o (x Ey)) (1) 
and, by instantiation, an absurdity follows: 

vx((x Ex)OMWE a)) (2) 

(a€ga)- (aea) (3) 


The trouble is that it is provable in intuitionistic logic that (1) implies a 
contradiction, and it probably explains why Tennant claimed that 
“excluded middle plays no essential role in the derivation of the 
paradoxes” (Tennant, 2017, p. 285) in disagreement with Field (2008) 
and Priest (1983) on this question. The analysis made by Tennant is all 
the more disturbing because, in spite of his philosophical commitment 
in favor of intuitionism, he disagrees with Brouwer by exempting the law 
of excluded middle of any responsibility in the derivation of paradoxes 
of set theory. Therefore, Tennant’s analysis constrains us to clarify this 
question: to what extent are the logical laws specific to classical logic 
involved in the derivation of these paradoxes?! 


The distinction between use and mention could be useful here. The 
intuitionist logician who seeks to understand Russell’s paradox translates 
the excluded middle as meaning that, for any set, it is decidable that it zs not 
an element of itself or that it zs an element of itself, to point out that the 
excluded middle does not provide any method of construction to build 
the set of all sets that are not elements of themselves. On the other 
hand, for classical logicians like Russell and many others, this definition 
is robust, because it is based on the law of the excluded third, hence the 
fact that Russell mentioned this law twice, explaining the form of this 


! The famous distinction made by Ramsey (Ramsey, 1990, pp. 183-184) between logical paradoxes 
and epistemological paradoxes is not taken into account in this paper, where I wonder only on 
the logic that is necessary to the derivation of paradoxes described by Russell (1903). 
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paradox: 


If x be a predicate, x may or may not be predicable of itself. Let us assume 
that “not-predicable of oneself” is a predicate. Then to suppose either that 
this predicate is, or that it is not, predicable of itself, is self-contradictory. The 
conclusion, in this case, seems obvious: “not-predicable of oneself” is not a 


predicate. (Russell, 1903, p. 102) 


That is this last expression of Russell’s paradox that has been translated 
by the famous Grelline—Nelson paradox published by Grelling and 
Nelson (1907). Here is this paradox. A word is “autological” if and only 
if it describes itself. For example “short” is a short word, “short” is 
short. A word that is not autological is heterological. Now, let us see how 
the law of excluded middle and the rule of double negation elimination 
are used in the derivation of the Grelling-Nelson paradox. 


Definition 0.1 (Rule aut).— For any term 4, the assumption that ¢ is 
autological entails the following disquotation: “7? is 4 


Definition 0.2 (Rule he).— For any term 4, the assumption that ¢ is 
heterological entails the following negation and disquotation: “?” is not ¢ 


Proposition 0.3.— Any term that is not heterological is autological (from 
the definiens of “heterological” and the double negation elimination). 


Proposition 0.4. — Any term is either heterological or not heterological 
(excluded middle). 


Proposition 0.5. —WithDefinition 0.1 and 0.2, Propositions 0.3 and 0.4 entail 
a contradiction. 


Proof-— A consequence of proposition [tnd] is that the term 
“heterological” is either heterological or not heterological. This instance 
of the excluded middle offers a choice of two incompatible 
assumptions. The trouble is that it is provable that each assumption 
entails its negation, hence the paradox. 


— Assumption 1: “heterological” is heterological. Therefore, via 
tule het 
“heterological” is not heterological (4) 


But (4) is the negation of Assumption 1. 
— Assumption 2: “heterological” is not heterological. Therefore 
“heterological” is autological (5) 


by proposition 0.3 (double negation elimination). Therefore 
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“heterological” is heterological (6) 


via tule aut. But (6) is the negation Assumption 2. 


Kleene (Kleene, 1952, p. 37) and Schwartz (Schwartz, 1991, p. 28) 
pointed out that Russell’s paradox lies in the fact that each member of 
the alternation (a € a) V (a € a) is proved, while clearly these two 
formulas contradict each other. The Grelling-Nelson paradox has the 
same structure. Is classical logic necessary to express exactly this form of 
paradox? Pace Tennant, it is provable that classical logic is indeed necessary 
to translate the famous “vicious circle” on which Russell (1903) insisted. 


Proposition 0.6.—No vicious circularity as sach can be proved without help of 
classical logic, that is without the rule of double negation elimination. 


Proof:— The vicious circularity of paradoxes related to Russell can be 
described as a complete reversal of an instance of excluded middle: 


AV AA (7) 
becomes 
AANA (8) 


because from assumption A, 5A is proved, and, from assumption 4A, A 
is proved in turn. The biconditional 


Ao-7AA (9) 
is exactly the form of the conclusion of Russell’s paradox as well as the 


Grelling-Nelson paradox: (9) is a deducible vicious circle, that is a 
conjunction of two conditional formulas 


(A > AA) A (HA > A) (10) 


that are both provable. But if the first member of this conjunction is 
reducible to 4A in minimal logic, the second member is not reducible to 
A without the use of classical logic. Indeed, if A is deducible from 7A, 
it is because 4A is provable, but A is deducible from 7A only in 
classical logic, because of the rule of double negation elimination. 
Therefore, no vicious circularity as such can be proved without help of 
classical logic. # 


Remark 0.7— It is clear that classical logic is not required to deduce L 
from (9) as open assumption, because the sequent 


Ao-aAAFL (11) 


20 


AL-MUKHATABAT N° 27) &bjls.l] JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


is provable in minimal logic,’ but there is a crucial difference between 
assuming a formula and deriving it (von Plato, 2013, p. 83), and it is 
unquestionable that the derivation of (9) is not possible without the 
double negation elimination rule of classical logic. 


It must therefore be admitted that the disturbing beauty of vicious 
citcles can not be unveiled without the rule of double negation 
elimination. Quine might have concluded that this was ultimately one of 
the signs of the superiority of classical logic over intuitionistic logic; 
nevertheless, he wrote: 


Intuitionism antedates Godel’s proof that there can be no complete proof 
procedure for number theory. This great result of Godel’s adds force, 
however, to the intuitionist protest. The excess of admitted questions over 
possible answers seems especially regrettable when the questions are 
mathematical and the answers mathematically impossible. (Quine, 1986, p. 
87) 


But Quine never considered that this “excess of admitted questions over 
. %: . q . 

possible answers” was caused by the classical interpretation of the 

excluded middle. 
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Abstract. We present to the Arab reader a translation of an 
interview conducted with one of the most prominent American 
philosophers of mathematics and logic; Willard van Orman 
Quine. The interview entitled “Horizons in Reason, Science and 
Philosophy” was published in the Harvard Review of Philosophy, 
in spring 1994. Among the issues addressed were the role of 
philosophy of science, the role of logic in philosophy, 
experimental and behavioral tendencies, indeterminacy of 
translation, critique of logical positivism, and observations on 
some of the American analytical philosophers such as Richard 
Rorty and continental philosophy such as Martin Heidegger and 
Jacques Derrida. Besides other topics related to his philosophical 
writing’ style and his advice to the students of philosophy. We 
hope that this translation will contribute to filling a small part of 
the vacuum observed in our Arabic library with regard to this 
philosopher in particular. 


Keywords. Quine, logic, philosophy, science, behaviorism, 
indeterminacy arguments, contemporary american philosophy, 
logical positivism. 
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Résumé. Nous présentons aux lecteurx arabes la traduction 
P 
dun entretien réalisé avec Pun des grands philosophes américains 
grands p P : 
en mathématiques et en logique: Willard Van Orman Quine. 
L’interview intitulée « Horizons de la raison, la science et la 
philosophie » a été publi¢e dans Harvard Review of Philosophy, aa 
printemps 1994. Parmi les questions abordées figuraient le rdle de 
la philosophie de la science, celui de la logique dans la 
P P Sique- 
philosophie, les tendances behavioristes et expérimentales, 
Vindétermination de la traduction, la critique du positivisme 
logique. Nous découvrons aussi dans cet entretien ce que pense 
Quine de certains philosophes analytiques américains tel que 
Richard Rorty, et aussi de quelques philosophes continentaux tels 
> q q' Pp 
que Martin Heidegger et Jacques Derrida. Quine aborde aussi des 
sujets liés a son style d’écriture philosophique et donne des 
conseils précieux aux étudiants qui veulent s’impliquer dans le 
domaine de la philosophie. Nous espérons que cette traduction 
P P P q 
contribuera a combler une petite partie du vide observé dans 
notre bibliothéque arabe en ce qui concerne ce grand philosophe. 


Mots-clés. Quine, logique, philosophie, science, behaviorisme, 
arguments d’indétermination, philosophie américaine contemporaine, 
positivisme logique. 
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Science, Sense and Sensibilia: 


Quine and Austin on Perception 


Robert SINCLAIR 
(Soka University of Japan) 


sinclair@soka.ac.jp 


Ordinary language is not the last word: in principle it can everywhere be 
supplemented and improved upon and superseded. Only remember, it is the 
first word. 


J. L. Austin 


Scientific neologism is itself just linguistic evolution gone self-conscious, as 
science is self-conscious common sense. And philosophy in turn, as an effort 
to get clearer on things, is not to be distinguished in essential points of purpose 
and method from good and bad science. 


W.V. O. Quine 


Résumé. Les méthodes philosophiques de Quine et d'Austin 
sont bri¢vement comparées et examinées dans leurs discussions 
respectives sur la perception. Les méthodes d'Austin font appel 
aux ressources du langage ordinaire afin de dissiper la confusion 
philosophique. Les méthodes de Quine le conduisent 4 donner 
un sens physicaliste a la désunion de la perception a travers les 
caractéristiques du processus d'apprentissage des langues. 
L'ambition constructive du naturalisme de Quine se traduit par 
son traitement des questions non examinées par Austin et qu'il 
peut ne pas reconnaitre comme philosophiquement significatives. 
Cette divergence par rapport aux objectifs philosophiques n'exige 
pas que nous voyons que l’un considére la position de l’autre 
comme inadaptée. Au lieu de cela, nous devrions voir Austin et 
Quine comme soulignant les différentes caractéristiques de la 
continuité entre le sens commun, la philosophie et la science. 


Mots-clés. Quine, Austin, perception, naturalisme, sens 
commun, continuité. 
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Abstract. Quine’s and Austin’s philosophical methods are 
briefly compared and further examined within their respective 
discussions of perception. Austin’s methods appeal to the 
resources of ordinary language in order to dispel philosophical 
confusion. Quine’s methods lead him to make physicalist sense 
of the disunity of perception through features of the language 
learning process. The constructive ambition of Quine’s 
naturalism, results in his treatment of questions not considered 
by Austin and which he may not recognize as philosophically 
significant. This divergence over philosophical aims does not 
require that we see either view as rejecting the adequacy of the 
other. Instead, we should see Austin and Quine as emphasizing 
different features of their shared sense of the continuity between 
common-sense, philosophy and science. 


Keywords. Quine, Austin, perception, naturalism, commun 
sense, continuity. 


1. Introduction 


J. L. Austin’s work is often viewed as exclusively concerned with a kind 
of ordinary linguistic analysis aimed at removing philosophical 
confusion. Through careful attention to the way words and phrases are 
used in ordinary language we can proceed to eliminate rather than solve 
philosophical problems. So construed, the ambition is destructive, 
sweeping away misconceived philosophical concerns by careful attention 
to what we mean. This might be further seen as a kind of conceptual 


40 


AL-MUKHATABAT N° 27) &bjls.l] JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


analysis where we examine the ordinary concepts used in everyday 
speech, in isolation from the kinds of empirical, scientific work many 
now think should influence philosophical discussion. As a result, 
Austin’s philosophical methods may appear to depart significantly from 
the empirically informed view of philosophy recommended by 
contemporary forms of philosophical naturalism. 


Alternatively, Quine’s philosophy can be seen as precisely advocating 
this scientific viewpoint, where philosophical methods are not to be 
viewed as distinct from scientific methods, and _ philosophical 
investigation is seen as pursued in the same scientific spirit found in the 
natural sciences. From this perspective, empirical methods and results 
are a needed resource for the solution of philosophical problems. 
Conceptual analysis, whether or not confined to use of ordinary 
language, is insufficient as a method in philosophy, and certainly fails to 
show how philosophical concerns can be simply eliminated. 


Both characterizations ate half-truths at best, where a more detailed 
examination of Quine’s and Austin’s methods would reveal both points 
of shared methodology and divergence. In this comparative study, I will 
examine one aspect of these differences, focusing on how they address 
the nature of perception. My central aim will be to clarify Quine’s 
approach to this question, especially as discussed in his unpublished 
Immanuel Kant Lectures titled Science and Sensibilia.' We will see that in 
the case of perception, Quine’s methods lead to him to raise and answer 
questions in his attempt to make physical sense of the disjointed nature 
of perception. This then reveals a possible limitation in Austin’s 
commonsense approach, where his negative criticism of what he sees as 
false philosophical dilemmas, appears to dismiss the importance of such 
questions. However, I will further claim that this divergence over 
methods mostly concerns their respective philosophical aims and does 
not therefore amount to a straightforward denial of the adequacy of each 
other’s approach. 


The first section briefly describes key features of Austin’s and Quine’s 
philosophical method, especially their use of language, highlighting both 
their similarities and differences. This sets the stage for illustrating their 
respective use of these methods in their discussions of the nature of 


1 These lectures were given at Stanford University in February 4-14, 1980. While Italian and 
German translations of the lectures were published, the original English version remained 
unpublished. The complete English version is now forthcoming. Quine opted to use selections 
from the lectures in some of his subsequent English publications. Examples can be seen in his 
1981a, 1985, 1990. 
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perception in sections three and four. I will suggest that the limits of 
Austin’s method in addressing constructive philosophical concerns over 
the nature of perception can be usefully seen as the starting point for 
Quine’s further attempt locate the diversity of perceptual experience 
within his physicalist reorientation of epistemology. I conclude with 
some remarks concerning what this suggests about the differing motives 
found in Austin’s and Quine’s respective discussions of perception. 


Quine and Austin on Ordinary Language and Method in 
Philosophy 


Central for Austin’s view of method in philosophy is his understanding 
of the relationship between philosophy and language. The language in 
question is the ordinary, everyday language that we use, and which 
includes our ordinary standards of truth and accuracy. Austin thought 
that philosophical views and arguments should live up to such ordinary 
standards and that in their haste to offer general solutions to questions 
philosophers have tended to miss the important subtleties present in our 
use of ordinary claims and judgments (Longworth 2017, 2.1). The vital 
importance of language for Austin is summed up in this statement: 


First, words are our tools, and, as a minimum, we should use clean tools: we 
should know what we mean and what we do not, and we must forearm 
ourselves against the traps that language sets us. Secondly, words are not 
(except in their own little corner) facts or things: we need therefore to prise 
them off the world, to hold them apart from and against it, so that we can 
realize their inadequacies and arbitrariness, and can re-look at the world 
without blinkers. Thirdly, and more hopefully, our common stock of words 
embodies all the distinctions men have found worth drawing, and the 
connexions they have found worth making, in the lifetimes of many 
generations: these surely are likely to be more sound, since they have stood 
up to the long test of the survival of the fittest, and more subtle, at least in 
all ordinary and reasonably practical matters, than any that you ot I are likely 
to think up in our arm-chaits of an afternoon—the most favoured 
alternative method. (1956, 7-8) 


It is this view of the significance of ordinary language that results in 
Austin’s further conviction that the study of language is a necessary 
starting point for the examination of philosophical issues. Such a 
preliminary study would include a detailed examination of the language 
used to speak about a given topic and the precise ways in which we use 
it. Importantly, this linguistic investigation was not intended to be more 
than a needed beginning in either science or philosophy (Longworth 
2017, 2.1; Austin 1956, 11-12). Despite the often negative, destructive 
intent of his approach, Austin was not against theory or its construction, 
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even if this required departures from ordinary uses (1962, 63). He only 
insisted that theory construction be carefully based on the kind of 
distinctions ordinarily made in the use of language. To what extent 
Austin himself engaged in this constructive philosophical work is a 
subject of intense debate.' Later I will argue that from Quine’s 
perspective Austin’s methods, while correctly rejecting sensibilia, leaves 
open legitimate questions concerning the physicalist basis of the 
similarities and differences in our perceptual experiences of objects. 


Austin’s philosophical methods and _ practice further instruct 
philosophers to handle carefully the resources found in our ordinary 
ways of speaking, and to not think that our terms, phrases and words can 
be so easily discarded in favor of some other preferred philosophical 
term, or purpose. 


...most words are in fact used in a particular way already, and this fact can’t 
just be disregarded...it is advisable always to bear in mind (a) that the 
distinction embodied in our vast and, for the most part, relatively ancient 
stock of ordinary word are either few nor always very obvious and almost 
never just arbitrary; (b) that in any case, before indulging in any tampering 
on our own account we need to find out what it is that we have to deal with; 
and (c) that tampering with words in what we take to one little corner of the 
field is always liable to have unforeseen repercussions in the adjoining 
territory...And we must always be particularly wary of the philosophical 
habit of dismissing some (if not all) the ordinary uses of a ward as 
‘unimportant’, a habit which makes distortion practically unavoidable. (1962, 
62-63, also quoted in Lawlor 2017) 


Austin here depicts what he sees as our key starting point in philosophy.” 
We begin with the everyday, ordinary perspective we all share when not 
engaged in the pursuit of philosophy, since here we find answers to 
questions about, for example, perception, which yields a commonsense 
theory that includes various commitments and distinctions as these are 
reflected in situations of ordinary language use. Philosophers then need 
to be attentive to such uses, in order to make these ordinary 
commitments explicit and perhaps engage in the process of 
reconstructing them. In other words, understanding what such 
commitments tell us about perception, requires that we remain focused 
on how they are revealed through the language ordinary people speak 
(Lawlor 2017, 9). This will further require noting the way linguistic 


1. For examples of the positive case, see Putnam 1994 and Travis 2008. For the negative, 
therapeutic view see Locatelli 2014. 

2. This sketch of Austin’s philosophical starting point is indebted to the discussion in Leite 2011 
and Lawlor 2017. 
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meaning is determined through the particular circumstances of utterance 
(Austin 1962, 41; Lawlor 2017, 9). 


Both early and late Quine also recognizes the importance of the study of 
language for philosophy. Like Austin, he often shows a concern with 
ordinary language and stresses that some philosophical problems can be 
eliminated though the analysis of ordinary language. So, for example, 
Russell’s theory of descriptions while not capturing our everyday use of 
the word ‘the’, enables us to avoid difficulties about the status of non- 
existent entities, enabling us to pursue other scientific and philosophical 
concerns (Quine 1953a, 150-151; Verhaegh Forthcoming).' This can be 
further seen as a prelude to further theory construction, since the 
resulting clarified portions of language are more suitable for addressing 
the ontological dimensions of our scientific commitments. Unlike the 
logical positivists, Quine does not view such formal departures as 
introducing a new separate language, but are themselves dependent on 
otdinary language, and can be seen as part of Quine’s own naturalist 
understanding of philosophy, where we here seek to clarify the language 
of science by working from within our prior linguistic resources. 


With the importance he assigns to formal languages as simplificatory 
departures from ordinary language that retain scientific and philosophical 
utility, Quine clearly differs from Austin. There is another subtler 
difference between their appeals to ordinary language as a philosophical 
resoutce. Quine’s logical simplifications of ordinary language are 
intended to evade philosophical confusion, thereby allowing scientific 
advance. Austin argues that proper attention to the existing resources 
available in our use of ordinary language will dissolve certain 
philosophical perplexities. Quine is interested in using ordinary language 
as way to forestall certain philosophical problems in order to then 
consider, in a more constructive spirit, other concerns relevant for 
philosophy and science. Austin, however, is more content to stay at the 
level of ordinary language, and demonstrate how, using its own internal 
resources it can eliminate philosophical problems. Later I will return to 
this difference and suggest that it highlights the basic philosophical 


1. Consider Quine’s reply to Strawson’s complaint that Russell’s theory falls to capture the 
ordinary use of terms: “Mr. Strawson...ably shows the failure of Russell’s theory of descriptions 
as an analysis of the vernacular usage of the singular ‘the’, but shows no appreciation of the value 
of Russell’s theory as a means of getting on in science without the use of any real equivalent of 
the vernacular ‘the”’ (1953a, 151). The surprising continuity between Quine and ordinary 
language philosophy is further discussed in (Verhaegh Forthcoming). 

2. Verhaegh suggests that this is the reason for Quine’s comment that English ordinary language 
philosophy should also be considered naturalistic (Verhaegh Forthcoming). 
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divergence between Quine and Austin. A further difference is found 
when, as we have seen, Austin’s focus on ordinary language is presented 
as a ptelude to further possible theory construction in both science and 
philosophy.’ As we will now see, Quine’s naturalism prevents him from 
recognizing any sharp divides between science and philosophy, so the 
theoretical advance made possible by simplifying and clarifying ordinary 
language is taken as both a scientific and philosophical achievement. 


Quine’s emphasis on the continuity between ordinary language and 
science is then of a piece with his naturalism. Naturalism means many 
things to many people. For Quine, it centrally involves “the recognition 
that it is within science itself, and not in some prior philosophy, that 
reality is to be identified and described” (1981, 21). This claim stresses a 
continuity between philosophy and science, where this more specifically 
requires that philosophical speculation and thought appeal to the same 
methods and explanatory standards found in the sciences.” However, we 
have seen that this view includes something like the Austinian emphasis 
on ordinary language, especially when Quine’s elaborates on our starting 
point in philosophy: “We cannot significantly question the reality of the 
external world, or deny that there is evidence of external objects in the 
testimony of our senses; for, to do so is simply to dissociate the terms 
‘reality’ and ‘evidence’ from the very applications which originally did 
most to invest those terms with whatever intelligibility they may have for 
us” (1957, 229). Quine is here rejecting the availability of a philosophical 
perspective outside our current linguistic practices, and further 
emphasizes that we must then begin with our prior linguistic usage. 
While this ordinary language perspective can be seen as part of his 
naturalist philosophy, this appeal to our current linguistic resources is 
understood, especially in his later work, as itself a scientific claim 
measured in terms of the demands of scientific method and its 
standards. Moreover, philosophical questions will also be, in an abstract 
way, empirical questions evaluated through the very same scientific 
standards used in understanding and explanation. Through all this, 
common-sense, ordinary language, and philosophy are continuous with 
science, with science representing our most advanced attempt to make 


1. Such theoretical advances might not be simply confined to the work of the ordinary language 
analysts. Franco has recently argued that ordinary language criticisms of logical positivism played 
an important historical role in influencing Kuhn’s criticism of the logical positivist view of 
scientific knowledge (2018). 

2. For a useful overview of Quine’s naturalism, see Kemp 2010. Hylton provides a further 
illustration of Quine’s naturalism and is methods in his 2017. 
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sense of things, where this includes subsequent refinements of our 
ordinary language. 


As I will suggest further below, the methodological perspective of 
Quine’s naturalism with its merging of the linguistic and the empirical 
results in Quine’s willingness to engage in constructive philosophical 
theory, where this is seen with his attempt to understand perception 
within his commitment to physicalism. As we will see, while he agrees 
with Austin in examining philosophical questions about perception 
without the appeal to sensibilia, the scientific perspective of his naturalist 
philosophy leads him to offer a physicalist account for the disjointed 
nature of perception by means of key features of language learning. The 
importance of language is then tied to his scientific and empirical 
account of how we have created the evidential links between sensory 
stimulation and theoretical statements: 


We see, then, a strategy for investigating the relation of evidential support, 
between observation and scientific theory. We can adopt a genetic 
approach, studying how theoretical language is learned. For the evidential 
relation is virtually enacted, it would seem, in the learning. This genetic 
strategy is attractive because the learning of language goes on in the world 
and is open to scientific study. It is a strategy for the scientific study of 
scientific method and evidence. We have here a good reason to regard the 
theory of language as vital for the theory of knowledge. (1975, 264) 


We will see further below how this approach is applied within Quine’s 
attempt to make sense of the physicalist credentials of perception, 
especially in accounting for differences and similarities in our perception 
of objects. 


Sense and Sensibilia: Austin on Perception 


As we have seen, Austin’s focus on ordinary language analysis is central 
for his attempt to eliminate the philosophical errors introduced by the 
misuse of words and mistaken accounts of the features of the world 
picked out by descriptive terms. The careful regard for the way 
expressions ate used in everyday language is presented both as a 
necessary prelude to guard against philosophical error and for providing 
a proper account of the phenomena under consideration (Berdini and 
Bianchi 2018, Longworth 2017, 2.1). 


This method is on full display in Sense and Sensibilia, where Austin seeks 
to discredit the general view that claims “we never see or otherwise 
perceive (or ‘sense’), or anyhow we never directly perceive or sense, 
material objects (or material things), but only sense-data (or our own 
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ideas, impressions, sense, sense-perceptions, percepts, etc.).” (1962, 2). 
Much of the supposed support for such a position stems from what is 
often called the argument from illusion. In cases of illusion we have a 
sensory experience of seeing something with certain specific traits or 
features, but where nothing has these specific traits. This might be 
because the experienced object in question lacks these features, or that 
we simply do not experience such an object whatsoever. Now in such 
experiences it is often thought that there must be something that has 
these experienced features, usually called sense-data. Because in such 
cases there are no material objects of the required sort experienced, 
sense-data ate themselves not material objects, nor parts of the 
sutrounding environment that are independent of our individual 
experiences. What are then experienced directly are these sense-data, 
which themselves are taken to be distinct from material objects. A 
further inference is now made to the conclusion that every experience 
(whether illusory or not) has a similar character, so our experience of 
material things always has sense-data as its object. It is never the case 
that we directly experience material things.’ 


Consider the classic case of refraction. The stick which normally looks 
straight appears bent when seen in water. But the stick does not change 
shape when it is placed in water and therefore it cannot be both bent and 
straight. One of these visual appearances must then be delusive, but even 
when what is seen is not a real feature of an object, it is still the case that 
we see something. And it is this sense-datum that we are taken to be 
directly aware of in sensory perception (Austin 1962, 21). Or consider 
the case of mirror-images, that is, mirror reflections. When someone sees 
themselves in the mirror, their body appears to be some distance behind 
the glass, but they cannot actually be in two places at once. Once again, 
these perceptions cannot all be accurate, so our image is not in the place 
it seems to be. We must be perceiving something else, which is a sense- 
datum. 


In addressing this view Austin begins by emphasizing that there is no 
single way in which we may be ‘deceived by the senses’ (that is, perceive 
something unreal or not material), and further that “things may go 
wrong [...] in lots of different ways — which don’t have to be, and must 
not be assumed to be, classifiable in any general fashion” (Austin 1962, 
13). He further wonders if we tend to speak of ‘illusions’ with reference 
to dreams, photos, mirror-images or pictures seen on the cinema screen. 


1. This description is based on the more detailed one found in Longworth 2017, 3.2. 
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By pointing out the familiarity of the circumstances where we meet these 
phenomena and the ordinary methods used to consider them, Austin 
aims to show how the distinction between sense-data and material 
objects, and between illusory perceptions and veridical ones, offers us 
false alternatives, when compared with our prior ordinary methods for 
dealing with ‘illusions’ (Berdini and Bianchi 2018). 


We can further expand on this idea by considering an additional element 
of Austin’s response to the sense-data theorist. Here he makes appeal to 
two components present within our ordinary perceptual judgments 
involving what has been described as the “opportunity afforded by 
sensory perception” and our general expertise and abilities in forging 
appropriate judgments given those opportunities (Longworth 2017, 3.2). 
This further enables him to clearly distinguish the difference between 
illusion and delusion and show how this enables us to explain the above 
cases without any appeal to sense-data. In the case of the bent stick, the 
sense-data theorist claims that the false perceptual judgment is dictated 
by the sensory experience, which looks as if the stick is bent. But 
because it isn’t really bent, what we experience must be the relevant 
sense-data. Austin places special emphasis on our ordinary ability to 
make perceptual judgments, thereby denying sensory experience by itself 
must dictate our perceptual judgments (1962, 29-30). Consider this basic 
fact: A stick when placed in water looks bent, but it doesn’t look like a 
bent stick when not in water. A key question here concerns whether it is 
the case that something that is straight must always look straight? Our 
otdinary perceptual practice suggests not, since we willingly admit that 
the same thing can look different depending on a variety of different 
possible circumstances. The idea that we must see something different in 
all cases when things look different is an unwarranted philosophical 
distortion of commonsense experience (Lawlor 2017). 


This provides further resources to explain cases of illusion. Austin 
accepts that the stick looks bent, even though in fact it is not. But these 
looks are not simply features of our private experiences, since they have 
an independent status that allows others to see them as well. This 
occasion, the way the stick looks, just like the stick’s straightness, can 
further be used as a basis for more refined perceptual judgments. The 
explanation for why people mistakenly take the stick to be bent, is 
because it looks that way and given the way our abilities to form 
judgments can be negatively influenced by these looks. There is nothing 
in particular about a feature of our experience that explains why 
someone would make a mistaken judgment about what they experience. 
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This is because such an explanation depends not only on what is 
experienced, but on our ability to form correct judgments and the 
circumstances that give rise to the judgment. So, for example, not 
everyone would be inclined to judge that the stick is bent, and as 
mentioned above, in many ordinary cases, we quite easily and readily 
admit that a straight stick can look bent under different circumstances 
(Longworth 2017, 3.2).' 


In responding to the argument from illusion Austin presents it as resting 
on unconvincing departure from commonsense perceptual situations. 
Furthermore, the language we use to talk about perception, how things 
appear or look, does a good enough job of marking relevant differences 
in our perception of things (Martin 2007, 4). It is important to note that 
Austin’s response does not attempt to answer the question “What are the 
objects of perception?’, but to show that the argument from illusion is a 
misconception in so far as it rests on a false dichotomy between sense- 
data and material objects. Austin challenges the claim that our experience 
of illusory perceptions does not differ from normal ones by examining 
different kinds of perceptions and different ways in which we may go 
wrong in making perceptual judgments. For Austin these cases illustrate 
that “there is no one kind of thing that we ‘perceive’ but many different 
kinds, the number being reducible if at all by scientific investigation and 
not by philosophy” (Austin 1962, 4; Berdini and Bianchi 2018).” From 
the standpoint of commonsense, the question ‘what is the direct object 
of perception?’ is presented as a bad question, further suggesting that 
Austin intends to move away from addressing metaphysical questions 
concerning perception (Lawlor 2017).’ This seems to follow from the 
way his use of ordinary language (which includes its basic distinctions 
and commitments) enables us to make sense of illusions and other 
perceptual mistakes without an appeal to sense-data. But even if this 
question is ill-posed perhaps there remain related concerns about the 
nature of perception which are legitimate. For example, what explains 


1. Compare Quine’s discussion of the refraction case: “But science tells us to rely on our senses 
circumspectly. For it is science still that identifies the illusion of the bent stick in water, the 
illusion of water warm to one hand and cold to the other, and the illusion of dreams. It was such 
illusions that sowed the seeds of doubt that engendered epistemology in the first place, and it is 
science itself that counsels us against the illusions. Science is its own best critic, and it is where 
epistemology begins and belongs” (Forthcoming, I, 19). 

2. Austin describes his aim as getting rid of “such illusions as ‘the argument from illusion” and 
offering a “technique for dissolving philosophical worries” by clarifying the ordinary uses of 
words such as ‘real,’ ‘look,’ ‘appear’ and ‘seem’ (Austin 1962, 4-5; Berdini and Bianchi 2018). 

3 For an attempt to show why Austin is not so dismissive of the metaphysics of perception, see 
Lawlor 2017. 
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the difference between when you perceive the mirror image of the bowl, 
from the perception of it sitting on the table? As we will see further 
below, Quine attempts to answers questions of this sort, and while he 
does not attempt to reduce the kinds of things we perceive, he thinks 
that the disjointed nature of perception can be understood as 
physicalistically unified through the learning of language. 


The Physicalist Project of Quine’s Kant Lectures Science and 
Sensibilia 

One might view the current widespread rejection of sense-data theories 
and the turn away from phenomenalism in favor of physicalism as a 
general vindication of Austin’s approach and his critical conclusions.' 
The physicalistic monism that Quine defends in these lectures and 
elsewhere, which, as he says, “is the framework in which I intend to 
pursue something like epistemology” might be seen as an example of this 
general trend (Forthcoming I, 8).” Quine welcomes the rejection of 
sense-data and its standard epistemological role, as he himself has 
offered arguments for why we should reject a phenomenalistic basis for 
epistemology (1953b; 1960). The lectures then repeat Quine’s brief for 
the priority of physical objects over sensation, emphasizing that “The 
stream of experience, if not organized and conceptualized in terms of 
bodies as it generally is, would be unmanageable. Even memory would 
be unavailing, for it hinges mostly on conceptualization in bodily terms. 


Raw sense data do not keep; they have to be processed (Forthcoming I, 
2). 


Given this perspective, one might think that Austin’s explanation is good 
as far as it goes. That is, attention to perceptual occasions and our ability 
to form perceptual judgments shows how we can make mistaken 
perceptual judgments without any additional need to posit our awareness 
of sense-data between us and material objects. In addition, we can 
recognize the methodological value of proceeding carefully with the 
otdinary uses of terms found in familiar sense perceptual circumstances 
in order to establish that the argument from illusion and the introduction 
of sense-data represents an unnecessary and unconvincing departure 
from that perspective. 


However, it is not, I suggest, difficult to see how the physicalist 
orientation of Quine’s naturalism would cause him to remain dissatisfied 
with Austin’s conclusions. From his viewpoint, there remains room for 


1 For some doubts concerning Austin’s general role in this transition, see Martin 2007. 
2 Pages references are to the manuscript by lecture then page. 
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other sorts of philosophical inquiry, especially the attempt to provide a 
more scientifically informed view that accounts for relevant differences 
in our perceptual experiences. It would, for example, explain why we are 
capable of perceiving two objects as the same, whether seen though a 
mitror of as sitting on the table. Such an account remains of 
epistemological interest since it would provide a scientifically based 
account of how we come to perceive similarities and differences in our 
experience of things. Moreover, we can agree with Austin that asking for 
the direct object of perception is ill-posed and the appeal to sense-data 
as unnecessary. However, given the physical reality of perception, we 
can ask about what explains perceptual differences and similarities 
between objects. Attention to common uses of words themselves, and 
their circumstances of use while helpful in weaning is away from 
sensibilia, does not account for such perceived similarities and 
differences, especially in terms of the physical reality relevant for Quine’s 
epistemological concerns.’ This reflects not a philosophical shortcoming 
in Austin’s proposed methods but highlights a possible limitation, where 
other philosophical approaches and questions remain unanswered. 
Perhaps our everyday language and ordinary perceptual practices do not 
embody all the distinctions which could be relevant for other kinds of 
philosophical inquiry (Berdini and Bianchi 2018). Even granting the 
importance of commonsense and ordinary language in rejecting 
sensibilia, we might still view this perspective as not making the right 
distinctions, or having a clear enough philosophical vocabulary to 
address this type of inquiry, which explores the physical basis of 
perception in noting differences in our perceptual experiences. 


Much of the lectures is then aimed at locating mentalistic discourse 
within a scientific, physicalist framework, where this is offered as a 
scientific, if abstract explanation of how we come to know the external 
world and other minds. Quine mentions at the outset his gratitude for 
the resounding title of his lectures, Science and Sensebilia, to Austin’s take 
on Jane Austin (Forthcoming I, 1), signaling his pursuit of such issues 
from a shared philosophical perspective that proceeds without the appeal 
to rejects mental entities or other sensebilia. 


The lecture begins with Quine’s own familiar rendering of the 
epistemological question in this slightly new setting: “How, on the 
strength of the mere sporadic triggering of our sensory receptors, is it 
possible to fabricate our elaborate theory of other minds and the external 


1. Quine offers other critical reflections on Austin’s views in his 1981b. 
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world?” (Forthcoming I, 1). With this as his overarching concern, 
Lecture I lays out the basic framework within which he plans to address 
this question. He begins by briefly arguing for the merits of a monistic 
physicalism and wonders to what extent our mental talk, or “mentalistic” 
vocabulary, can be captured within, or adapted to such a physicalist 
framework. He gives the following standard for physicalist adequacy: “A 
supposed mental state or event qualifies as physically genuine if it is 
specifiable strictly by physiological description, presumably neurological, 
without recourse to mentalistic terms” (Forthcoming I, 6). Quine then 
extends this discussion to perception, where he assesses the physicalist 
credentials of ‘perceptual events’ by arguing that they can all be grouped 
under a neurological formulation (Forthcoming I, 8-10). He thinks this 
reasonable because of the general affinity found in the circumstances 
that cause perceptual events and the kinship found between the range of 
likely responses to one perceptual event and the range of likely responses 
to another. The range of neural events that count as perceptual may 
remain vague both in terms of how much neural activity any such event 
should be thought to include and in terms of the limits of the class of 
things that count as perceptual. But the vagueness present here does not 
undermine the utility of this phrase, as the usefulness in the case of 
‘mountain’ is not compromised in light of it being vague in exactly the 
same two ways (Forthcoming, I, 10). 


With this physicalist rendering of perception in place, Quine begins to 
discuss the route from perception to scientific theory, where this turns 
on an examination of the acquisition of cognitive language.’ It is in the 
third lecture that we learn how observation sentences, sentences that are 
primarily about features of the external, physical world and not 
sensations, rather easily yield mentalistic counterparts that are 
observation sentences about other minds. It is here that Quine attempts 
to make physicalist sense of the differences and similarities found in our 
perception of objects, a type of philosophical inquiry not introduced by 
Austin’s methods. 


When we perceive an object in our visual field that object gives rise to 
what Quine calls a ‘perceptual event’ defined as “‘...neural events that 
result from the impinging, on the subject’s nerve endings, of forces 


1. A key part of this process is the learning of observation sentences which serve as the interface 
between sensory stimulation and theoretical claims. In these lectures Quine explains that 
observation sentences, “...can be learned by ostension; that is, they can be learned by association 
with perceptual events and generalization along lines of perceptual proximity that are conducive 
to agreement in the use of the sentences on the part of different individuals” (Forthcoming II, 1). 
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emanating from the environment” (Forthcoming I, 8). What makes such 
an event perceptual is that it comes with awareness, which, can be noted 
by the outward physical movements of an individual, such as a look of 
recognition, startled movement or exclamation. The awareness is not this 
behavior but remains an unexplained feature of a neural event and can 
be present without being manifested in behavior (Forthcoming I, 8-9). In 
the current case, causal forces from an object trigger an individual’s 
sensory receptor catching their attention. To illustrate this, Quine turns 
to the example of seeing a bowl. Clearly seeing a bowl involves the light 
that the bowl reflects to the eye. However, Quine notes that the light 
may come from several sources, from the sun, or the lamp, by means of 
the bowl. What distinguishes the bowl, as a perceived object, is that the 
light comes from it directly. However, what about additional cases when 
we want to explain the perception of the bowl through its indirect 
reflections in a mirror. There are then two key questions that can be 
raised by these examples: 1. what explains the difference between seeing 
a bowl and perceiving it through reflection in a mirror? *. what explains 
the resemblance between the bowl seen in the mirror and the one sitting 
on the table? Quine takes the answer to such questions to be 
straightforward: 


There is an easy solution: focus. The object seen, or visually perceived, must 
be in focus. Between perceiving the bowl reflected in the glass and 
perceiving the glass itself there is a difference in the tension of the eye 
muscles; for the focal distance of the bowl is the total distance from the eye 
to the glass and thence to the bowl. (Forthcoming, HI, 5) 


The bowl and its reflection resemble each other because they are in 
focus, however, there is a perceptual difference found in the tension of 
the eye muscles when perceiving the bowl and when perceiving it 
reflected in the glass. The consideration of the other senses raises further 
difficulties.’ Especially noteworthy is Quine’s mention of the deferred 
use of the “perception idiom” when we speak of seeing an actor on the 
movie screen or hear our favorite singer on a CD. Those influenced by 
sense-data theory might claim that in such cases we do not see our 
favorite actor or hear our favorite singer but see their image, or hear 
similar vocal sounds. Other instances of deferred perception would be 
difficult to make sense of in such terms, like our seeing a dead star. In 
this case, we are not viewing an image, but seeing the light emitted from 


1 For further discussion see Quine, Forthcoming II], 6. 
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a stat a long time ago.’ Quine recognizes the variation among such cases 
of perception but he maintains that it can still be located within his 
physicalistic framework: 
My view of the relation of perception between man and object is that we can 
make tolerable sense of it in a physicalistic framework, but it is just very 
disjointed. What binds all this miscellany together, as having seemed to 


deserve a single verb ‘perceives’ to express it, is a trait of higher order: a trait 
of the learning process itself. (Forthcoming III, 7) 


Some further details are needed to understand Quine’s suggestion. 
Earlier in Lecture I Quine explained the subjective similarity of 
perceptual events by their tendency to elicit similar behavior. Such 
subjective similarity of perceptual events forms the basis of all significant 
learning and the formation of habits, where some of these similarity 
standards must be innate. So far, this is familiar from Quine’s earlier 
writings (1974; Forthcoming I, 12). He further notes that such standards 
change to the point where to call them similarity standards is odd: “For 
the dog that has learned to salivate at the sound of the dinner bell, the 
sound has come to induce the same response that might be induced by 
the smell of meat; but it would be queer to call the sound and the smell 
similar” (Forthcoming SS I, 13). Quine then borrows a more neutral 
term, proximity, to describe such cases. When recognizing someone’s 
voice, this voice becomes proximate to seeing the same person’s face. 
Proximate perceptual events ate those which are similar with regard to 
the responses they elicit. 


We can now see how Quine attempts to use such details to physically 
account for the disjointed nature of human perception. Perceptual 
events that are proximate can be seen as part of a “...generalization 
class...to which an observation sentence or other response may be 
conditioned” (Forthcoming III, 7). The diversity among perceptual 
events is then found between such classes. For example, visual 
perceptions of an object is found in one class, while olfactory 
perceptions of an object would be found in another class. Quine further 
claims that what holds these classes together, so that they can all be 
viewed as ‘perceptual events’, is the higher trait of learnability: “What 
they share is precisely this higher-order trait itself; namely, each such 
class is a class of perceptual events by which the subject can be taught to 
name the object in question or otherwise relate to it’ (Forthcoming III, 


1. These examples are given in Gochet 2005, a review of the German edition of Quine’s Kant 
Lectures. 
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7). In other words, what, for Quine, binds all this perceptual miscellany 
together is that they share this higher order trait, which means that for 
each class of perceptual events, subjects can learn, or be conditioned to, 
a relevant observation sentence. With this conclusion we can see the key 
features of Quine’s appeal to language and how it is distinguished from 
Austin’s. Language is not here used as a negative tool to remove 
philosophical difficulties surrounding the objects of perception. Rather, 
Quine’s appeals to features of the language learning process in order to 
further his constructive attempt at accounting for the physicalist basis 
that underlies the disunity and complexity we find in the perception of 
objects. 


Conclusion 


Earlier we saw Austin emphasize that we perceive many different kinds 
of things, and that any reduction of such kinds will fall to science rather 
than philosophy. Quine recognizes the diversity across our perceptual 
experiences, and while he does attempt to reduce the kinds of things we 
experience, he does try to argue that this diversity has a physicalistic basis 
through the process of learning sentences about objects. From his 
perspective, we can then find an ontological and epistemological unity 
within the disjointed nature of perceptual experience. Perhaps Austin 
might not see this approach as philosophy, but as science. Quine, of 
course, rejects any sharp boundaries here, and in these lectures (and 
further witnessed in their title) he is clearly motivated to demonstrate 
that his project should count as philosophy. By eschewing sensibilia, he 
thinks we are confronted with new epistemological concerns about 
perception, which, as we have seen, turn on how we learned, or could 
have learned, to talk of objects. But, he further emphasizes that such 
concerns are not simply the business of developmental psychology, as 
they involve abstract possibilities about the learning of science not 
touched by working scientists. He further explains: “The divergence of 
purpose can be seen in the fact that we may content ourselves with an 
imaginative account of how theory construction was possible rather than 
insisting on the developmental facts as the psychologist must” (SS I, 19). 
What makes this possible account compelling against the defender of 
sensibilia, is that it remains informed by what science actually tells us 
about the process. The result then represents a different response to the 
sense-data theorist and one that departs in a philosophically fundamental 
way from Austin. 
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However, while this clearly represents a divergence over philosophical 
aims, it does not, I think, require that we understand either view as a 
straightforward rejection of the adequacy of the other. Austin 
recognizes the potential importance of linguistic reform and theory 
construction, but his basic philosophical aims remain tied to clarifying 
and utilizing our ordinary linguistic practices in order to dispel 
philosophical confusion. Quine, for his part, also recognizes the value of 
ordinary language but is more interested in examining departures form 
that language given the way he views epistemology and ontology as 
enterprises continuous with science. With regards to the perspective in 
his Kant lectures, we saw that he begins with a rejection of sensibilia in 
otder to wonder how certain features of our perceptual experience can 
be made sense of without them. That is, can we, eschewing mentalism 
and sensibilia, account for differences in how we perceive objects, and it 
is here that we saw language learning playing a fundamental role. While 
both Austin and Quine then recognize that our common-sense, ordinary 
standpoint is continuous with philosophy and science, within their 
respective philosophical work they favor difference features of that 
continuity. This essay has attempted to highlight Quine’s perspective on 
this continuity and has argued that it suggests the need for revisionary 
theoretical departures from Austin’s perspective, where this due to 
Quine’s own specific philosophical aims concerning the physicalist basis 
of perception and his insistence that we do not view such aims as 
separate from science. 
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Abstract. Quine, an opponent of modal logic, defined three 
degrees of commitment. Prior, who with the logic of time, 
created a new branch of modal logic on which he simultaneously 
based the mathematization, saw that one could also go further or 
closer, from the definition of modalities by quantification on 
moments to the reverse procedure whereby quantification is 
rethought in the modalities of tense logic. On McTaggart's 
alternative, which determines the metaphysics of time, Prior also 
appears as the pioneer of hybrid logic. 
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Résumé. Quine, adversaire de la logique modale, y a défini 
trois degrés d’engagement. Prior qui, avec la logique du temps, a 
créé une nouvelle branche de la logique modale dont il a fondé en 
méme temps la mathématisation, a vu que lon  pouvait 
pareillement y aller plus ou moins loin, depuis la définition des 
modalités par quantification sur des instants jusqu’a la procédure 
inverse ou la quantification est repensée dans les modalités de 
la tense logic. Dans Valternative de McTaggart qui commande la 
métaphysique du temps, Prior se montre également pionnier de la 
logique hybride. 

Mots-clés. Quine, logique modale, Prior, la logique du temps, 
McTaggart, logique hybride. 


« La logique modale moderne a été concue dans le péché ».' C’est ce que 
Hintikka, renouant avec le lignage du dialogue platonicien fait dire a 
W.V.O. Quine en reprenant un mot de Ruth Barcan Marcus” entériné 
pat Quine’. Et ce n’est 1a que la pointe satirique de Vhostilité générale 
que Quine a opposée a la logique modale. Mais Quine est aussi auteur 
de « Trois degrés d’engagement modal ».* C’est donc un adversaire des 
modalités qui pousse le fair play jusqu’a vous dire jusqu’ou vous pouvez 
aller trop loin avec elles. Ce qui signifie aussi que l’adversaire déclaré de 
la logique modale est capable de paver la voie dinvestigation des 
modalités, au moins a sa maniéte. 


Les trois degrés d’engagement modal selon Quine sont : 


1° La modalité métalinguistique? telle que: ‘5 < # est nécessairement 
vrai; 


2° La modalité de dicto (a quantification en contexte modal) telle que L) dx 
(7 <a 

3° La modalité de re (a quantification vers un contexte modal) telle que 
se 9 <x, 


1. Hintikka, Jaakko: « Quine on Quantifying In: A Dialogue », p. 103. Les références completes 
des textes cités sont dans la Bibliographie 4 la fin de cet article. 

2. Barcan-Marcus (Ruth): « Modalities and Intensional Languages » 1961: «Il y a un sens 
normatif ou on a prétendu que la logique modale est sans fondement. W.V.O. Quine, dans Word 
and Olyect, semble croire qu’elle a été congue dans le péché : le péché de la confusion entre usage 
et mention » (p. 5). 

3. W.V.O. Quine, « Reply to Professor Marcus »: « Professor Marcus struck the right note when 
she represented me suggesting that modal logic was conceived in sin » (p. 175). 

4. Repris dans Les Votes du Paradoxe. 

5. Elle est définie par Carnap avant sa période modale, dans sa Lagésche Syntax der Sprache, 1934, § 
69. 
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Avant toute autre considération, il est sans doute indispensable de voir 
que si Quine a pu ainsi aussi aimablement paver la voie de la logique 
modale, c’est parce que, comme nous l’avons établi' en 1987, ses « trois 
degrés d’engagement » subsument en fait toute la logique formelle. Pour 
s’en tenit a lantique implication que les corbeaux coassaient selon 
Callimaque, nous avons en effet un quadruplet de concepts dont le vieux 
latin scolastique offre le meilleur vocabulaire : 


1° La conditionnelle en « suppositio materialis » : ‘Il fait jour’ implique ‘Il 
fait clair’. 
‘Tl fait jour’ => ‘Il fait clair’ 
« py» > «gq» 
xRy 
2° La conditionnelle de dicto : S°il fait jour, alors il fait clair. 
Il fait jour — il fait clair 
p> 4 
3° La conditionnelle de re: De jour, il fait clair. 
V¢ (il fait jour en ¢— il fait clair en A 
Vx (Fx > Gx) 

Et par-dessus le marché nous avons méme : 
4° La conditionnelle de sensu : Qu’il fasse jour fait qu’il fasse clair. 

At (il fait jour en /) => Af (il fait clair en 7) 

Ax Fx => Ax Gx 


(« Ce qui arrive a x quand x est F entraine ce qui arrive a x quand x est G ») 


Arthur Prior, dans « Tense Logic and the Logic of Earlier and Later », 
s'inspirant des « Trois degrés d’engagement modal » de Quine, expose 
quatre degrés d’engagement dans la logique temporelle. Puisque Quine, 
en adversaire magnanime, a pavé la voie de la logique modale stricto sensu 
et puisque la logique temporelle est, /ato sensu, elle aussi une logique 
modale, il est naturel que les degrés de Quine aient inspiré des degrés de 
Prior. Mais comme nous venons de le voir les degrés d’engagement 
modal de Quine sont en fait des cas particuliers d’un pavage de la voie 
qui concerne la logique dans sa totalité. Alors les degrés de Prior en 
recoivent une signification d’autant plus grande porteée. Par ailleurs, avant 
de les exposer dans leur gradation, Prior commence par dire ce qu’ils ont 
en commun. Ce dénominateur commun déclaré au départ n’est pas, 
comme on pourrait s’y attendre, une modalité caractéristique de la 


1. Dumoncel (Jean-Claude) : « ‘De re’/‘De dicto’ : théorie généralisée », 1987. 
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logique temporelle, telle que « Il est futur que... ». Au lieu de cela, Prior 
déclare que les quatre « calculs » quil va exposer partagent pour trait 
commun une forme de localité dont la description doit ici étre citée 
littéralement: ils comportent la notion d’étre vrai (ou comme dit 
Rescher’, ‘réalisé’) en un instant. 


Cette alternative sur la localité*, entre la vérité d’une part et la 
« réalisation » d’autre part doit étre dite la bifurcation de Rescher-Prior. 
Quant au caractére local, il est consacré par un symbole propre a Prior, 
avec un J’comme Truth : Tap (« Il est vrai 4 instant a que p»). 


Avant de voir comment les trois degrés de la modalité selon Quine 
recoivent un contrepoint dans les quatre degrés de la logique temporelle 
selon Prior, il faut sans doute rappeler comment le domaine entier de la 
logique du temps a été ouvert par Prior a partir des pierres d’attente 
disposées pat Diodore Cronos et Thomas d’Aquin. Nous y trouverons 
déja le symbolisme de Lukasiewicz dont Prior est coutumier, ot « et » se 
symbolise par K, «ou» par A, «non» par N, «si, alors» par C, 
Pimplication stricte par C’, « si et seulement si » (abrégé en « ssi»), par E, 
« tous » par II, « quelque » par 2, « nécessairement » par L et « possible » 
par M. 


0. La fondation de la logique temporelle chez Arthur Prior 


La logique du temps est née dans l’adresse présidentielle prononcée par 
A. N. Prior au Congrés de Philosophie de Nouvelle Zélande le 27 aout 
1954, puis publiée sous le titre « The Syntax of Time-Distinctions » dans 
les Franciscan Studies en 1958. Prior, notant Passé par P, Futur par F, et 
later par 1, y écrit un paragraphe intitulé « Le |-calcul, et l’Interprétation 
du PF-calcul en lui » ot on lit : 


En interprétant le PF-calcul dans le l-calcul, nous pouvons employer une 
quelconque variable de date, disons ‘z’, afin de représenter la date ou est 
émise la proposition considérée. 

Nous interprétons alors 9’, ‘@’, ‘7? (etc.) sans opérateurs de temps, 


, 


comme ‘pz’, ‘gz’, ‘rr’ (etc.); ‘Fp’ (Il arrivera que p) comme ‘2xK/<xpx 
(‘Pour qq x, x vient apres x, et penx’ ou “pen qq tps apres 2); 


1. Nous sommes en 1968 dans un chapitre ot la troisiéme note référe a Particle : « The Logic of 
Chronological Propositions » (1966) de Nicholas Rescher, autre pionnier principal de la logique 
du temps. 

2. Cette localité qui fait dire a Lawvere (1970) qu’« une topologie de Grothendieck apparait le 
plus naturellement comme un opérateur modal de la forme ‘il est localement le cas que’ ». 
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‘Pp’ (Il est arrivé que fp’) comme “XxK/expx’ (Pour qq x, x vient apres x, 
et p en x’ ou ‘p en qq tps avant z’); 

‘Gp comme ‘TIxChxxpx’ (“Pour tout x, si x vient apres x alors p en »’ ou 
‘p en tous temps apres 2); 

‘Hp comme ‘TIxCexpx’ ( en tous temps avant 2). 


Ce qu’on appelle ici, pour traduire sense /ogic, logique temporelle’, est le 
PF-calcul étendu a G et H; et la logique du temps est celle qui, a la 
logique temporelle, associe le |-calcul. Evidemment, le premier degré de 
Quine est déja franchi quand F prend p comme argument pour donner 


Fp. 


Dans la logique modale d’aujourd’hui, depuis 1947 dans Sens et Neécessité 
de Carnap, ’une des deux théses maitresses a toujours pour paradigme 
Panalyse leibnizienne de la nécessité comme vérité dans tous les mondes 
possible. En symboles : 


lp => Vw Tp. 


Lidée clef de cette définition comme de sa duale pour la possibilité (a 
symbole 0) est qu’elle nous fait passer d’une modalité cété gauche a une 
quantification coté droit. Et nous appellerons Pont de Leibniz toute 
équivalence de ce type. Les quatre « interprétations » ou Prior a fondé la 
logique du temps sont d’abord quatre ponts de Leibniz. Et il faut 
rappeler que pour Carnap, ce mouvement de gauche a droite sur le pont 
de Leibniz est motivé comme élucidation des modalités (intensionnelles) 
pat une (quantification extensionnelle’). C’est le tropisme de Carnap qui 
présuppose un consensus Carnap-Quine sur le caractére problématique 
des modalités. L’« interprétation» de Prior est opérée en allant dans le 
méme sens que le tropisme de Carnap. 


En 1956, dans une note ronéotée d’une page de C.A. Meredith et A.N. 
Prior, on lit les équations suivantes, ot l’on pressent que |) et 0 sont 


généralisables en [ | (‘boite’) et ( ) (‘diamant’) aux postes A et I du carré 


d’Apulée AEIO : 


(jp)a = Vb(Uab — pb) 
(0p)a = Ab(Uab & pb) 


1 Adjectif dont dérive le substantif de la chanson Si tu reviens jamais danser chez Temporel. 
2 Cf. J.C. Dumoncel, « Extensionalité (Principe d’) ». 
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Relativement a Leibniz, la nouveauté, qui est la deuxiéme des deux théses 
maitresses annoncées, tient, sur le membre de droite, dans Padjonction 
de la relation U que nous appellerons la passerelle de Prior. Kripke en 
introduira indépendamment un équivalent comme possibilité relative et 
P.T. Geach la baptisera relation d’accessibilité sur une Trans Worlds 
Airline TWA. Dans son « Worlds, Times ans Selves» de 1969 Prior 
donnera sa frappe emblématique a l’idée que les mondes possibles de 
Leibniz pourraient trés bien n’étre que les augustes paradigmes d’items 
quelconques. De sorte que, relattvement aux modeéles de Kripke écrits 
(W, R, V) ot! W est un ensemble de points, R une relation quelconque et 
V une fonction envoyant les propositions d’un langage sur les sous- 
ensembles de W ot elles sont vraies, Prior a défini le chassis (W, U) d’un 
modele équivalent. On aura compris par conséquent que la relation | de 
1958 est un cas particulier de la relation U installée en 1956, ce qui fait 
que l’invention de la logique temporelle s’identifie 4 la construction, sur 
un pont de Leibniz, dune passerelle de Prior particuliére. 


A ces points purement logiques il faut ajouter un point philosophique et 
plus précisément métaphysique du plus grand poids. Dans la division du 
langage temporel par McTaggart en attributs A (Futur, Présent et Passé) 
une part, et relations B (Avant, Simultané, Aprés) d’autre part, on aura 
remarqué que, selon les ‘interprétations’ de Prior, les attributs A ont été 
promus modalités temporelles de gauche, tandis qu’une relation B a 
donné la passerelle de Prior ajoutée au pont de Leibniz 4 quantificateur 
de droite. Or on sait que le distinguo de McTaggart commande en 
totalité la métaphysique du temps. Dans cette gigantomachie, si la série A 
est réductible a la série B, alors Popper, en appelant un jour Einstein 
« Parménide », a désigné le vainqueur ; si c’est l’inverse, alors c’est un 
mobilisme bergsonien qui ’emporte. Les ‘interprétations’ de Prior 1958 
ne sont donc pas seulement des de/icacies de logicien : elles délimitent un 
lieu de décision métaphysique. C’est la surdétermination des 
interprétations de Prior. D’ou le probleme posé par Prior de déterminer 
en quel sens peut se faire « le trafic entre les logiques temporelles et les 
U-calculs ». Si ce trafic peut se faire dans les deux sens, alors le pont de 
Leibniz est promu palindrome de Prior. Et ce palindrome est le terrain 
ou se situent les degrés de Prior qu'il décrit comme « les étapes de notre 
progression depuis ce qui pourrait étre regardé comme une pure logique 
de Vavant et de ’aprés jusqu’a ce qui peut etre regardé comme une pure 
logique temporelle ». Sur le palindrome, tandis que dans l’article de 1958, 
Pinterprétation va de gauche a droite, les trois degrés de 1968 
progressent donc de droite a gauche. 
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1. Logiques temporelles et U-calculs 


Le premier degré de Prior est illustré par deux microcalculs @’E,J. 
Lemmon. Il y a d’abord un microcalcul de logique temporelle avec pour 
postulats : 


RG:F a> | Ga RH:--a > | Ha 


1.1. CGCpqCGpGq (« Si dorénavant si p, alors g, alors si dorénavant p, 
alors dorénavant q ») 


1.2. CHCpqCHpHq (« Si auparavant si p, alors g, alors si auparavant p, 
alors auparavant q ») 


2.1. CFHpp (« S’il est futur qu’auparavant p, alors p ») 
2.2. CPGpp (« S’il est passé que dorénavant p, alors p ») 
Le microcalcul de avant et de Paprés correspondant est alors : 


T1. CTaCpqCTapTaq (« S’il est vrai en a que si p, alors q, alors s’il est 
vtai en a que p, alors il est vrai en a que q») la réciproque étant 
démontrable. 


T2.1 CTaNpNTap (« S’il est vrai en a que non-p, alors il n’est pas vrai en 
a que p ») 

T2.2 CNTapTaNp (« S’il n’est pas vrai en a que p, alors il est vrai en a 
que non-p ») 


Et en écrivant Uab que Vinstant a vient avant Vinstant b, on a pour U: 


UT1. ETaGpIIbCUabTbp (« Il est vrai en a que dorénavant p ssi pour 
tout b, si aUb, alors il est vrai en b que p ») 


UT2. ETaHpIIbCUbaTbp (« Il est vrai en a qu’auparavant p ssi pour 
tout b, si Ua, alors il est vrai en b que p ») 


Ici les propositions Tap et Uab ont une valeur de vérité indépendante du 
temps mais en revanche les formules temporaires (tensed formulae) dont 
les variables p, g, r (etc.) peuvent tenir lieu peuvent étre regardées comme 
prédicats des instants ‘dans’ lesquels elles sont  (peut-étre 
approximativement) dites étre vraies. 


Et Prior ajoute : 


La logique temporelle, pourrions-nous dire, est une logique de prédicats purs 
qui sont artificiellement arrachés 4 leurs sujets pour se voir donner une 
indépendance illusoire. Ses théses ne font sens que si nous les comprenons 


65 


AL-MUKHATABAT N° 27) &bjls.l] JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


implicitement précédées de Ta, comme elles le sont explicitement ds le U- 
calcul. 


Prior va méme jusqu’a suggérer que les symboles usuels de logique 
devraient s’écrire différemment, selon qu’ils sont dans ou hors des Ta: 
que p. ex. Tl serait a réécrire en CTaCpqCTapTaq, T2.1 en 
CTaNpNTap et UT1 en E.TaGpIIbCUabTbp, avec des lettres en scripte 
pour les foncteurs créateurs de propositions et en italiques pour les 
foncteurs créateurs de prédicats. I] ajoute que les quatre équivalences que 
sont Tl et sa réciproque avec les T2 et les UT peuvent étre remplacées 
par des définitions des foncteurs créateurs de prédicats en termes de 
foncteurs créateurs de propositions : p. ex. les T2 par TaNp = NTap, 
égalant « L’instant a est (non-p)-ide » a « Ce n’est pas le cas que l’instant a 
soit p-ide » ; et UT1 par TaGp = [IbCUabTbp, égalant « L’instant a est 
(p-a-jamais)-ide » a « L’instant a ne précéde que des instants p-ides ». 


Le symbole Ta est forgé a partir de T comme T7wve. Et pourtant Prior 
stipule : 
T ne signifie rien d’autre que l’attachement d’un prédicat a son 
sujet, et peut étre remplacé par la juxtaposition et la 
parenthétisation, commedans cette autre transformation des T2 : 


(Np)a =N(pa). 
L’expansion de pa, ‘a est p-ide’, en Tap, ‘Il est vrai en a que p’, est 
seulement un cas particulier de expansion que nous faisons 
parfois de ‘x @se’ en ‘Il est vrai de x quil ¢se’ ; « en », pourrions- 
nous dire, est juste ce « de ». 


Ajoutons qu’étre p-ide est une quiddité platonicienne comme étre ovoide 
ou anthropoide, ce qui nous apprend que la réalisation empruntée a 
Rescher !est un autre nom de la participation platonicienne a la quiddité 
en question. Des deux cdtés des équations susdites la paraphrase de 
Prior est de la forme sujet-prédicat, ot instant est dans le rdle su sujet ; 
or chacun sait que le rapport sujet-prédicat du Stagirite est avatar 
atistotélicien du rapport participant\Participé de Platon. Et nous 
admettrons ici que tomber sous un concept, au sens de Frege, est la 
forme moderne de la participation platonicienne : dire que Dion tombe 
sous le concept d’homme équivaut a dire que Dion participe de 
Phumanité. 
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2. Les propositions temporelles omnitemporelles 


Le deuxiéme degré de Prior, est atteint quand Tap se lit comme 
authentiquement propositionnel et par conséquent comme cas particulier 
du simple p dans la logique temporelle et le U-calcul. Il s’ensuit la 
grammaticalité de formules comme TbTap (Equivalent a Tap) ou WbTbp 
qui pourront alors entrer a titre d’arguments dans des fonctions de vérité 
comme KTapq ou CllaTapp. 


Pour T les postulats sont alors, en un équivalent du systéme SI de 
Rescher : 


RH:F-a > | Taa 
T3. CllaTapp 


T4. CllaTapTbIlaTap 
T5. CTapTbTap. 


Et si, en nouveau pont de Leibniz, on y définit Lp par HaTaa, alors on 
obtient ’axiomatisation de Gédel pour le systéme S5 de C.I. Lewis. 


Rappelons que le systéme S5 de Lewis est, syntaxiquement, celui qui a 
pour axiome caractéristique (complétant le CLpLLp de S4) le théoréme 
CMpLMp. Sémantiquement, si sur le pont de Leibniz on y ajoute en 
TWA de Geach une passerelle U de Prior, c’est le systeme obtenu en 
prescrivant que U sera symétrique, transitive et réflexive, i.e. une relation 
d’équivalence, ce qui, dans un modeéle de Kripke, équivaut a l’équation R 
= W x W. Historiquement, on comprend par conséquent que Leibniz y 
ait deja discerné ce qu'il appelait « le sommet des modales », a savoir le 
théoreme CC’pLpC’Mpp («Si la vérité d’une proposition implique 
sttictement sa nécessité, alors sa simple possibilité implique strictement 
sa vérité »), lot logique dont la preuve énoncée par le § 45 de & 
Monadologie est une application. $5 est le sommet des systemes de Lewis. 
Par conséquent, avec son second degré d’engagement dans la logique 
modale, Prior ne s’est plus contenté, comme dans le premier, d’adouber 
contre Quine la grammaticalité d’une logique modale propositionnelle ; 
passé du sens a la vérité il a sauté d’emblée sur le sommet de cette 
apophantique. 


Du coté de U, Prior ajoute alors a UT1 et 2, par analogie a T5, le 
postulat supplémentaire 


UT3. CUabTcUab. 
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Et il peut conclure: « Ainsi nous n’avons plus seulement des logique 
tempotelles et des U-calculs paralléles; les logiques temporelles 
apparaissent maintenant comme parties des U-calculs ». Ajoutant : « ceci 
peut préparer la voie pour traiter les U-calculs comme parties des 
logiques temporelles ». 


3. L’invention de la logique hybride comme T-calcul par Prior : 
voit Tap comme @, p 


Nous parvenons au point ou « le troisieme degré d’engagement logico- 
tempotel (sense-/ogical) consiste a traiter les variables d’instants a, b, ¢, etc. 
comme représentant aussi des propositions ». Cependant, ce traitement 
est placé devant une alternative principale, véritable ligne de partage des 
eaux qui est /a bifurcation de Prior : 


Nous poutrions, par exemple, considérer l’instant a comme une 
conjonction de toutes les propositions qui  seraient 
ordinairement dites étre vraies en cet instant, ou nous pourrions 
Pégaler a quelque proposition qui serait ordinairement dite étre 
vraie en cet instant seulement, et ainsi pourrait en servir 
d’index. 


La question est de déterminer pour Vécriture Tap ce qu’elle contient 
virtuellement si, comme fp, a y est traitée aussi comme lettre de 
proposition. 


D’abord, si les variables d’instants sont traitées comme représentant des 
propositions, cela entraine inversement que ces propositions nommeront 
ces instants. Pour cette raison elles ont été appelées des nominales et 
lorsque, aux lettes de proposition habituelles (p, g, etc.) se joignent des 
nominales comme les variables de Prior (a, b, etc.) nous pénétrons dans la 
logique hybride ou Prior est donc le pionnier. 


Et les nominales sont prises dans la bifurcation de Prior. Comme le 
commente Blackburn: « Prior quelquefois voulait voir les nominales 
comme incorporant un contenu: il voudrait quelquefois les penser 
comme des conjonctions (infinies) de toute information sur un 
monde » (p. 21) ; d’autres fois il adopte la conception « ou les nominales 
sont des ‘tags’ identifiant des temps, ou pour employer la terminologie 
de Prior, oti elles sont /%ndex d'un instant» (n. 11, p. 29). Ce que nous 
appellerons respectivement des p-nominales et des tagnominales. 


Dans la bifurcation de Prior, cependant, la branche des p-nominales, a 
son tour, conduit a une subdivision. Car la feuille ronéotée coécrite par 
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Meredith et Prior en 1956 recouvre une divergence’. Prior, évoquant la 
compétence de Meredith en 1962, raconte : 


Compte tenu de sa virtuosité dans ces manipulations formelles, et sachant 
que sa formation était mathématique, Meredith aimait aussi faire de 
Pouvrage philosophique au moyen de sa logique. Il avait un systeme de 
modalités avec une constante contingente n pour « le monde » au sens de 
« tout ce qui est le cas » du Tractatus de Wittgenstein — le produit logique de 
toutes les propositions vraies. Développant cet autre assertion du Tractatus, 
que « Le monde est la totalité des faits, non des choses » a la lumiére de son 
insistance (p. ex. dans ses Carnets 1914-16, p. 93) sur le fait que « les faits ne 
peuvent étre nommeés », nous pouvons dire que ‘le monde’ n’est pas le plus 
gros objet nommable, mais le maximum de ce qui peut étre di de vrai, 
devant donc ainsi étre dit par une proposition. Le 7 de Meredith, pris selon 
cet usage, a des lois telles que CpLCzp — toute proposition vraie est 
strictement impliquée pat #, puisqu’elle est un des conjoints qui la 
composent. Et un monde possible est une proposition qui, tout en pouvant 
étre vraie, affirme tellement que si une quelconque proposition lui est 
ajoutée, le résultat sera ou bien une impossibilité ou bien strictement 
équivalent a Poriginal. Dans un moment d@’humeur métaphysique Meredith 
remarqua une fois que les ‘mondes’ dont les seuls individus réels ; il est 
certainement vrai que ses propres intéréts ont rarement demandé au calcul 
ordinaire des noms et des prédicats.? 


Sur la branche des p-nominales, c’est maintenant la bifurcation de 
Meredith-Prior, en un écart franchi par Wp et Op. 


En 1967, dans Past, Present and Future, au § 1 du chapitre V, Prior 
introduit la fonction Wp qui dit que p a la vertu que Meredith attribuait a 
sa constante n, i.e. que Wp se définit comme KpllgCqgLCpq, ot CgLCpq 
est une variante notationnelle du CpLCnp de Meredith. Mais au § 2 Wp 
en vient a signifier que « p est une vérité présente dont tout ce qui est 
vtai maintenant découle en permanence». Autrement dit, dans 


KplIqCqLCpq, L devient GH, de sorte qu'il vient Wp = p. Va(q > GH(p 
> 4) 


Puis Prior définit « une forme Op signifiant ‘p est la totalité de la vérité en 
. . 8 . 
quelque instant’, i.e. est un ‘monde possible’ dans le sens présent de 


‘possible’, comme KMplIgALCpqLCpNgq ». 


Aprés quoi il subsume Wp sous Op: Wp est défini comme KpOp. Le 
commentaire de Blackburn ajoute : « Une formule de la forme O@ est 


1. Cf. Per Hasle et Zuzana Rybartikova, « C.A. Meredith, A.N. Prior and Possible Worlds », 2017. 
2. Prior, Logic in England Today, 1962, pp. 9-10. 
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vtaie en un point quelconque dans un modele ssi il y a un point unique 


dans le modéle ot: @ est vraie. De sorte que si nous écrivons Op nous 
avons en fait promu le symbole p au titre de nominale » (p. 22). 


Si, dans Vécriture Tap, la nominale a est vue comme une proposition, 


alors Tap est a lire LCap, autrement dit comme L(a > p). On retrouve 
une telle interprétation dans l’écriture axiomatique standard de la logique 


modale ot M, w | — p pourra se lire, ou bien « Dans le modéle M, au 
point w, il est vrai que p» (avec le symbole d’assertion — de Frege lu 
comme ‘il est vrai que’ de Ramsey, symbolisable en T’ de Prior), ou bien 
comme « Dans le modeéle M la proposition w implique strictement p », 
avec | — en variante de la langue fourchue de C.I. Lewis et donc w | — p 
variante de Li(w — )). 


Mais le plus intéressant est que Prior fait aussi une autre lecture de 
Pécriture Tap. En voyant la nominale comme un index d’instant ou de 
point, comme une tagnominale, Prior parachéve Vinvention de la /ogique 
hybride puisqwil donne aux nominales un équivalent de ce qui sera le 
symbole emblématique @ pour agir sur elles en les dotant d’un opérateur 
de la forme @, qui permettra de construire des formules de la forme @ p 


ou @@. 


Donnons au cisélement du symbolisme la _ solennité d’une 
équation idéographique : 


lap = @,p 


(‘Il est vrai en a que p’a pour variante notationnelle ‘en a c’est le cas que p’) 


Remarquons en outre que dans Tap = @/ la notion de ‘variante 
notationnelle’ cache le fait fondamental que le concept de vérité qui, a 
gauche, avait laissé sa trace dans le T’ de Prior, en une apophantique 
apparente, disparait a droite pour laisser place a un concept ‘casuistique’ 
ou étre un cas échéant est un fait dordre purement ontologique. Quand Prior 
dit quici « ‘en’ (af) ne peut plus signifier le prédicationnel ‘de’ (07) » il 
faut comprendre que nommer est autre chose que ‘prédiquer’. Il ne faut 
plus lire Tap ou @, p comme ‘ est vrai de a’ mais comme : en a c’est le 
cas que p. Nous continuerons cependant a écrire Tap afin de voir tout ce 
que Prior tite de ce chapeau. Il en tire dabord immédiatement un 
premier théoréme : 


T6. Taa, autrement dit @, a. 
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Et il en donne la paraphrase : « une des propositions qui est vraie ‘en’ 
Pinstant @ est toujours la proposition-instant a elle-meme ». 


Blackburn (p. 22) précise que Prior fait par ailleurs intervenir une 
modalité universelle (qu'il appelle parfois ‘modalité globale’). Nous en 
écritons les deux duales (‘boite’ et ‘diamant’) [u] et (u). Prior en obtient 
une définition de la formule @,@. A savoir : 


@9= pb C> — 
(«« Enz, @ssi en tous les points du modéle ot c’est le cas que 7 c’est le cas que Q») 
Sur le palindrome de Prior une étape décisive a été atteinte : « les U- 
calculs sont maintenant mieux pensés comme des sous-produits de 
Pinteraction du T-calcul avec les logiques temporelles », cest-a-dire du 
calcul en Tap ou p peut étre argument de P, F, H et G. 


De sorte que, du point de vue philosophique, un résultat capital est 
obtenu en passant (p. 126) : 


nous pouvons définir Uab comme TaFb. 


Autrement dit la relation B « a vient avant b» se raméne a «en a il est 
futur que ) », symbolisée @,Fd, qui est la localisation en a de l’attribution 
dun attribut A. Dans la gigantomachie ouverte par le distinguo de 
McTaggart, cCest la Décision antiéléatique de Prior en faveur du 
mobilisme. 


Sous ces résultats aujourd’hui notoires, il faut relever en outre une 
transformation plus simple mais cependant de vaste envergure, 
provenant du fait que, comme le précise Blackburn (p. 14), dans la 
formule hybride @,g ’opérateur @; est une modalité. De sorte que si, dans 
la logique modale de Prior, Tap se lit bien @, p, alors les modalités n’y 


sont plus seulement les F, P, H et G, ces sceurs des “J et 0 tutélaires, mais 
aussi le Ta concurrent du | — de « satisfaction » ou de vérité locale. 


Par ailleurs, dans la foulée de T6, Prior démontte : 


T10. CLCapTap 
T11. CLT apLCap 


De sorte que, dans le rdle de la notion primitive non-temporelle (won- 
tense-logical), au lieu de T, on peut envisager de mettre L, en définissant 


> 


Tap comme LCap, autrement dit U(@ > p), ot Pon aura reconnu un 
avatar de l’apodose du CpLCnp de Meredith. 
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C’est tourner le dos a la lecture de Tap avec a en tagnominale qui a 
conduit 4 @,p. Et Pun autre coté cela conduit Prior 4 une démonstration 
ou il doit postuler la formule de Barcan (BF) = Cl/aLf(a)LITafa) (« Si, 
pour tout a du monde réel, dans tous les mondes possible a est f alors 
dans tous les mondes possibles tout a est f»). 


Au sujet de cette formule de Barcan il y a lieu de distinguer entre (a) sa 
validité et (b) sa grammaticalité. Pour notre propos la grammaticalité 
suffit puisque Vessentiel est que Ruth Barcan-Marcus a énoncé sa 
formule en ouvrant le champ de la logique modale quantifiée, troisiéme 
et dernier degré d’engagement dans les modalités selon Quine, et donc le 
plus grave. Avec lentrée en scéne de la BF se produit donc sur notre 
parcours du combattant le clash Quine\Prior. 


Mais au lieu d’étre prise pour primitive non-temporelle, L peut étre 
définie, et définie en termes de logique temporelle. 


4. La définition de L en logique temporelle 


Prior poursuit : « Nous atteindrions un quatriéme degré d’engagement 
logicotemporel si nous pouvions donner une définition logicotemporelle 
de L», i e de nécessairement pris /ato sensu. Et Prior écrit que « nous 
pouvons définir Lp comme ‘C’est le cas en tout temps que p’ ». 


Remarquons d’abord que « C’est le cas en tout temps que p» pourrait (p. 
131) se symboliser [/aTap (« Pour tout a il est vrai en a que p » ou « Pour 
tout a c’est le cas en a que p»), c’est-a-dire moyennant une quantification 
sur les instants comme celle qui, sur un pont de Prior, se pratique du 
cété droit. Mais justement, ce n’est pas ainsi que procéde Prior. 


Au lieu de cela il définit (p. 128) « C’est le cas en tout temps que p » par 
KKpHpGp (« C’est et cela a toujours été et cela sera toujours le cas que p » 
ou, dans notre lecture, « Auparavant p et maintenant p et dorénavant p »). 
C’est exhaustion modale du temps. (Cela sous la supposition que « le 
temps est comme une unique ligne sans embranchements et que la 
relation avant-apres est transitive ».) 


Sur le pont de Leibniz, par conséquent, le tropisme de Carnap 1947 a été 
inversé. Maintenant c’est la quantification «en tout temps» qui est 
expliquée par les modalités de ’Auparavant et du Dorénavant. Et c’est le 
temps qui permet cela. Le temps est un lieu ou la quantification se 
disloque et se scinde en modalités pour une exhaustion. 
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Pour le L obtenu, S5 et la BF sont a nouveau invoqués, récapitulant ainsi 
la transgression des interdits de Quine sur l’escalier entier de ses degrés. 
Correspondant a KKpHpGp on peut déduire : 


UT5. (UU U U U D*ab. « Chaque paite d’instants est reliée par 
Pancestral1 de la somme logique de U, de sa converse et de l’identité’ »). 
Ainsi (UU U U U Dab, est « dans la logique de l’avant et de Paprés » un 
« simple sous-produit de la définition d’une telle relation en termes 
logico-temporels » (§ 8, p. 132), a savoir un corollaire en U-calcul de la 
formule modale temporelle KKpHpGp en tant qu’exhaustion modale du 
temps. 


5. Récapitulation : la Table des quatre degrés 


Prior peut alors déployer un panorama : « Les étapes de notre progrés 
depuis ce qui pourrait étre regardé comme une pure logique de l’avant et 
de Vaprés jusqu’a ce qui peut étre regardé comme une pure logique 
temporelle ». Il en dresse le tableau qui suit (ou sont mis entre 
parenthéses les postulats qui cesseront d’étre indépendants quand le 
degré suivant est atteint) : 


T-Postulats UT-Postulats 
Systeme I 
T1. ClaCpqCTapTaq UT1. ETaGpllbCUabT bp 
T2.1 CTaNpNTap UT2. ETaHpllbCUbaT bp 
T2.2 CNTapTaNp. 


Systeme IH. Ajouter au Systeme I ce qui suit : 


T3. CIlaTapp 
(UT3. CUabTcUab) 


(14. CHaTapTbIlaTap) 


1. Si R est la relation parent, son ancestral est la relation ancétre. A la maniére de Quine 
Pancestral dune relation R se définit comme la relation R* que quoi que ce soit x entretient a 
quoi que ce soit y ssi x est_y ou a la relation R 4 y ou a la relation R a quelque chose qui a la 
relation R a y et ainsi de suite (Set Theory and its Logic, § 15). 

2. Rappelons que dans le série des puissances d’une relation R, si R! est parent, R* grand-parent, 
R3 arriére-grand-parent (etc.) R® est Pidentité «=» quel que soit R : R° = Axy. x =. Dans la 
définition de ancestral donnée 4 la note précédente, c’est le cas ot x est y. 
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T5. CTapTbTap. 
RT:F-a > | Tao 
Lp définissable comme /laTap 


Systeme HI. Ajouter au Systeme IT ce qui suit : 


T6. laa UT4. CTabCUcaUch 
T7. CT apCap 


Systeme Equivalent au Systeme IV : Ajouter au Systeme II ce qui suit : 


UT5. U UU U Dab 


6. Temps linéaire ou temps ramifié 


Lorsque, sur une relation comme U, ses attributs sont en question, tels 
que la symétrie, la transitivité ou la réflexivité qui, conjointes, font la 
validité de S5, si ces considérations de morphologie des relations sont 
appliquées a la passerelle pertinente en logique temporelle, alors, comme 
Prior s’en est apercu, les réponses apportées sur cette question vont 
décider de certains attributs du temps lui-méme, par exemple quant a 
savoir s'il a un commencement, une fin, s’il est discret ou continu (etc.) — 
en supposant que la décision ne soit pas a faire en sens inverse. C’est la 
pertinence ontologique de la logique temporelle, cas particulier de la 
pertinence métaphysique propre a la logique modale. Par ailleurs cette 
pertinence philosophique' provient justement du fait qu’a raison du réle 
joué par la morphologie de la relation R des modéles de Kripke, la 
logique modale a été promue (au sens échiquéen), selon l’expression de 
Robert Goldblatt’, au titre de logique modale mathématique, incluant 
jusqu’a la subsomption des topos de Grothendieck sous le concept de 
modalité par Lawvere®. Puisque les lois de la logique modale sont 
controlées par la morphologie dune relation dite parfois de 
paramétrisation, c’est la mutation mathématique de la logique modale. Et 
cette mutation mathématique a commencé le jour ot Prior a eu Vidée 
d@interpréter les modalités temporelles de Diodore Cronos et Thomas 


1. Cf. Williamson, Modal Logic as Metaphysics, 2013. Ce livre exige d’entrée de jeu un distinguo 
entre (i) la thése annoncée dés son titre et (ii) la métaphysique en laquelle Williamson applique le 
programme condensé dans ce titre. Si, comme on le verra au § 7 ci-dessous, il y a des raisons de 
rejeter la métaphysique de Williamson, son livre a d’abord le mérite de mettre en évidence la 
pertinence métaphysique de la logique modale d’une maniére dont la pensée de Prior offre 
d’avance la meilleure illustration. 

2. Cf. R. Goldblatt, « Mathematical Modal Logic. A view of its Evolution » 

3. Cf. R. Goldblatt, Topoi, ch. 14. ; Lawvere 1970. 
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d’Aquin en conditionnant la quantité logique de Leibniz par la relation B 
de McTaggart attendant d’étre promue TWA de Geach. Crest la 
généalogie philosophique de la logique modale mathématique. Ce serait 
peu dire que des fées philosophiques se sont penchées sur le berceau de 
la logique modale mathématique: la mathématisation de la logique 
modale a son paradigme originaire dans le creuset carrément 
philosophique de Prior. 


Lorsque cette mathématisation est consommée par la considération de la 
morphologie des relations contrdlant les lois logiques, la correspondance 
entre cette morphologie et Pontologie du temps a été rencontrée en 
passant par Prior escaladant des degrés de Quine. C'est ainsi qu’en 
décrivant le deuxiéme degré il a été amené a évoquer la question de 
savoit « si le temps a ou n’a pas un commencement ou une fin ». Mais 
c’était seulement une digression en passant. Si, en revanche, aprés avoir 
décrit les quatre degré annoncés, Prior ajoute un § 8 et dernier intitulé 
« Lrunicité de la série temporelle », c’est que le probleme ontologique 
annoncé part la réponse possible a laquelle se tient ce titre a une tout 
autre importance. En effet, défendre la spécificité dune logique 
temporelle serait une entreprise qui risquerait d’étre assez vaine si le 
temps qu’elle décrivait n’était que le temps spatialisé en une ligne, méme 
si, dans la description de cette ligne, la relation U a été surclassée par les 
modalités temporelles. En vérité le temps n’accéde a la temporalité 
entiére que sil est ramifié. De sorte que le temps multisériel est le degré 
supérieur de la logique temporelle. Dans Past, Present and Future, le 
chapitre VII est intitulé « Temps et déterminisme », tandis que le chapitre 
VIII et dernier, qui a pour titre « Le Temps et Existence », est jusqu’a 
présent le seul texte pouvant y prétendre. Car les contributions de Prior 
doivent étre évaluées a la lumiére des derniers développements dans ces 
domaines ou il a été pionnier. Or dans la section sur la logique du temps 
ramifié (branching time logic) de l’article « Temporal Logic » du a Yde 
Venema pour un récent guide en logique philosophiquel, c’est toujours 
le distinguo de Prior entre une réponse d’Occam et une réponse de 
Peirce qui balise le terrain. 


7. L’Etre, le Temps et PExistence 


Le chapitre « Le Temps et ’Existence » de Prior s’ouvre sur la formule 
de Barcan, ce qui signifie que le probléme y est posé dans la perspective 
ou, apres la logique des propositions, modale ou non, l’existence est 
confiée aux quantificateurs usuels. Dans Modal Logic as Metaphysics de 


1. Yde Venema, « Temporal Logic », 2001. 
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Williamson la formule de Batcan, dotée d’un ancétre chez Ibn-Sina, est 
élevée au titre de dogme, loi d’airain de la métaphysique en question. Or 
la validité de la formule de Barcan est suspendue a Vallocation 
dexistence dans les différents mondes possibles, analogue dans les 
termes de Prior, comme nous l’avons vu d’entrée de jeu, a la notion 
détre réalisé « comme dit Rescher » en un instant. Et dans sa Theory of 
Possibility de 1975, Nicholas Rescher introduit le concept @un Rw-calcul 
ou «calcul de réalisation-dans-des-mondes ». Il est obtenu d’abord en 
ajoutant a la logique standard de la quantification « ’opérateur Rw (pour 
la variable w) avec ‘Rw(P)’ a construire comme signifiant ‘la proposition 
que P est réalisée dans le monde w’ ». Mais un peu plus loin Rescher 
ajoute : « Etendons ensuite la machinerie aux propositions ouvertes 
(fonctions propositionnelles) ». Pour cette extension la fondation « sera 
la régle » 


(Rf) Ra(px) = Xy [y ew & y exe PEP i) 


ou & est le quantificateur de poste I sur les individus réels ou possibles, = 
est Videntité entre individus réels ou possibles et P (y) ensemble des 
propriétés réelles de y, ie. {: by}. Rescher fait fonds ainsi sur une 
ontologie tripartite de Dana Scott (p. 69) ot Etre est exfolié (p. 75) en 
trois cercles concentriques: le cercle central des individus en acte 
(comme Sextus), le cercle moyen de leurs variantes (comme Sextus a 
Corinthe) et le cercle des individus possibles surnuméraires (comme les 
enfants que Lucréce n’a pas eus mais pouvait avoir). Pour cette raison 
nous appellerons le quantificateur 2% de Rescher quantificateur 
ontologique. La régle (Rt) de Rescher est la loi de réalisation d’une 
fonction propositionnelle dans un monde. De ce qu'elle réalise dépend la 
validité ou invalidité de la formule de Barcan. 


8. Conclusion 


Comment Quine a-t-il pu croire qu’il pouvait paver impunément la voie 
de la logique modale, si elle avait été congue dans le péché ? Felix culpa! 
proclame l Exsw/tet ; et la rencontre irlandaise de Meredith et Prior ajoute 
un Felix culprit en écho dublinois ironique. Les degrés de Quine se 
limitaient a graduer en lencadrant lécart entre Paxiomatisation de la 
logique propositionnelle par C.I. Lewis et son extension conservative 
dans la logique modale quantifiée de Ruth Barcan-Marcus. Alors que ce 
que Prior a fondé dans son adresse présidentielle de 1956 devenue 
Particle des Franciscan Studies de 1958, lorsque, surélevant le pont de 
Leibniz, il a jeté la passerelle une relation B de McTaggart destinée a 
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étre promue TWA de Geach, c’est, comme nous l’avons vu, la logique 
modale mathématique. La mathématisation de la logique modale a pour 
épicentre des antipodes Vadresse insulaire de 1956 a un congrés de 
philosophes. 


Sur ce qui s’est passé de Quine a Prior ce sont les fulgurations 
leibniziennes qui, formant une constellation encore insuffisamment 
apercue, jettent objectivement les lumiéres les plus éclairantes'. Car 
Leibniz est d’une part celui qui, avec son eadem substitui possunt salva 
veritate, a posé le paradigme du principe d’extensionalité ot Quine a cru 
voir un garde-fou de la rationalité, mais d’autre part tout le reste de son 
systeme est une sorte d’apothéose des modalités. Dans lécart de cette 
distension Prior a établi en passant que les critéres des degrés que peut 
gravir la raison ne doivent pas étre mués en interdits posés sur des 
frontiéres qui ne sont jamais que des pointillés’. 
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Signification et Ontologie : engagement et relativité 
ontologiques chez Quine 
Signification and Ontology: ontological engagement and 
relativity in Ontology within Quine’s philosophy 


Ibrahim MACHROUH 
(Dar El Hadith El Hassania — Rabat) 


Abstract. In this article, we are interested in the study of the 
relationship between ontology and meaning through the 
problems formulated by Quine around the questions of meaning 
and reference to concrete and abstract objects. These problems 
formed for Quine occurrences to develop his theses concerning 
ontological engagement, the indeterminacy of translation, the 
under-determination of scientific theory, the naturalism of 
knowledge and holism. We analysed these theses in close relation 
to the Quinian thesis of the relativity of ontology in order to 
reveal the whole semantic and logical background of Quine's 
thought which, although considered to belong to analytical 
tradition in philosophy, is endowed with a critical vision that in 
many ways joins what we find in Heidegger's theses on language 
and being. 


Keywords. Quine, signification, reference, ontological 
engagement, indetermination of translation, under-determination 


of theory, naturalism, holism, ontological relativity, Heidegger. 
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Résumé. Nous nous intéressons dans cet article 4 étude du 
fapport entre ontologie et signification a travers les 
problématiques formulées par Quine autour des questions de la 
signification et de la référence aux objets concrets et abstraits. 
Ces problématiques ont constitué pour Quine des occurrences 
pour élaborer ses théses concernant engagement ontologique, 
Pindétermination de la traduction, la sous-détermination de la 
théorie scientifique, le naturalisme de la connaissance et l’holisme. 
Nous avons analysé ces théses en étroite relation avec la thése 
quinienne de la relativité de Pontologie dans le but de dévoiler 
tout larriére-plan sémantique et logique de la pensée de Quine 
qui, bien qu’elle soit considérée comme appartenant a la tradition 
analytique en philosophie, est dotée d’une vision critique qui 
rejoint a plusieurs égards ce que nous trouvons dans les théses 
Heidegger sur le langage et l’étre. 


Mots-clés. Quine, signification, référence, engagement 
ontologique, indétermination de la traduction, sous-détermination 
de la théorie, naturalisme, holisme, relativité de lontologie, 
Heidegger. 
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1. Christopher Hookway, Quine: Language, experience and reality, Standfort Univesity Press, 
1988, pp. 86 — 89. 
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1.S. Haak, Philosophy of logics, Cambridge University Press, 1978, ch. 5, § 4. 
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1. Quine, From a Logical Point of View, Harper Torchbooks, Harper and Row Publishers ; 
New York. 1963 ; p. 103. 
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1. Ibid. p. 131. 
2. Ibid. 
3. S. Haak, Philosophy of logic, op. cit. ch. 5. 
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1. Alfred Tarski,« The concept of truth in formulazed languges » In Semantics, 
Metamathematics, Oxford University Press, 1936, Pp. 152-278. 

2. B. Russell, The Philosophy of logical atomism, cité in THam Dilman, Quine on ontology, 
Necessity and Experience, State University of New York, 1983. 
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1. Quine, «On What There is », First published in Review of Metaphysics, 1948; and 
reprinted in From a Logical Point of View, Harvard University Press.1953. 


96 


AL-MUKHATABAT N° 27) &bjls.l] JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


35 by dapogot Halas sierd yl! ellall 9 pedis be ga epoidl att (1) 
logege Os ol O99 hoy re) i pao re) Myel> £942 5h ry egal 5959 Og 
Ud age Y coleguoge lia shaisly.'Lisate 
gh OLAS 3 Byte gi Sc! 9 Ligate OW be LEW Leguage bets Ol epg US Lud: (2) 
dy LUGS YS ol 9 Thinkable ANsU M18 GS gi OLS oi ely eed spl! Q ghis 
Os ELEY cl Adpall nig cipaty epg HLS c4SIja! (Sey Y epg Sha Gf 14) ai 
“Le 925 de ageg0 948 lly ell o¥1 
."igigle" sic Gegenstands theorie ggagh! Asbo) CpttLeel Cyseld (2) 9 (1) frei 
gl Byes ive AI amo Y Egidge US Og ALA det! S) AGLI! Sclall tity 
gi “abac yilb claret!” p23 orl Legioge HS ae er ol eds Cee GEL 
gM Ssh a LI" "yal Leas" 
Liigs Gall LS ao elolad Bageghl le gsdgll ao Golrall Oguissdliall olad wal 
lily (faim 9a be allel Lips LSS Usher: Iglb agi ne Bestehen 1253 Yi 
Nia deg pring ded ageg de pd9ti Y gl Slegieohl 40 ygdill S! Gola: Iplle 
sed Loe Cadlbasl All po adogh! aaylas "Aigisle” FL yell 

13} =) GS pl al SLodU WL GIST clgw Lega ge Og GY bL est US (i) 
die dyaty Cure ASI)3) (Say Y be cid agmy lid ASI,3! (Sa Yes Sha of 

Ls Aare OY Le gai le apmohl Egaghls ogmohl Egueghl ow Gd Sha () 
05959 (ye Alois auals 9429.0 i 39>9 dulce Os 
5959 daye ee) Sle, fore sar & 34290 aul pe) doag0l] Aayeo "Sill ay Sls 
Bgl ads 3 By5log Lesye vdge9 OgS ! gutia UCAS pete, Ul adi 3) Aadlie 


Apoagll Aauad!l cyo albeit! "slow cys uals!” 2dges USiiy LAS Afiall aie aglall Ants Ida Sas - 1 

razly «gail lacy! § Abele! 
Rescher, Nicholas, 1973, « The ontology of the Possible » in Logic and Ontology, ed. By 
M. K. Murnitz, New York University Press. 
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1. See « Meinong» in The Encycipedia of Philosophy, Paul Edward edition, New York 
Macmillan 1967. 

‘uesetdlh ily 
J.M. Hinton, « Quantification, Meignonism and the Ontological Argument»; The 
Philosophical Quaterly Vol. 22, Issue 87, 1 April 1972. Pages 97-109. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2217538 
2. « Don’t refer to what isn’t ». 
« Thete is a difference between naming and refering ». 
« To be is to be a truth value of a variable ». 
« No Entity without Identity ». 
3. R. Carnap, « Empiricism, semantics and ontology », Revue Internationale de Philosophie 4, 
1950; pp. 20-40 reprinted in The supplement to Mearing and Necessity, A study In 
Semantics and Modal Logic, enlarged edition, 1956. The Univesity of Chicago Press 
Chicago. 
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1. Quine (1952), « On What There Is », Revue of Metaphysics, 1948. Reprinted in From 
a Logical Point of View, (1969),1953. Harvard University Press. 
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1. W.V.O. Quine, « Notes on Existence and Necessity », The Journal of Philosophy; Vol. 
40, N° 5, 4 Mar. 1943. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2017458 

2. L. Linsky, Semantics and the Philosophy of language ; A collection of readings, edited by 
Leonard Linsky, Univesity of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago, 1952. And Illinois 
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1. W. Quine (1953), « Logic and Reification of Universals », in From a Logical Point of 
View, Op. Cit, p. 103. 
2. Ibid., p. 131. 
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1. Quine, (1953), From a logical point of view, Op. Cit., pp 15 and 131. 

2. Lejevski C, (1954) « Logic and Existence », British Journal of the philosophy of science, p. 
116. 
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n°2, Avril 1965, pp. 135-139. 
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3. Ibidem. 
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1. Quine, (1969), Ontological Relativity and other Essays, Op. Cit., p. 27 ff. 
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1. Quine, Ibid, p. 68. 
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Missing or ignoring the point: 


Tomasello’s solution to the ‘Gavagai’ puzzle* 
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Abstract. In 1960, Quine introduced the famous ‘Gavagai’ 
thought experiment, which led to the notion of indeterminacy of 
translation. Language acquisition scholars claim that infants are in 
a situation of radical translation and have generally converged on 
social-pragmatic ‘solutions’ to the difficulty. I will argue that 
social-pragmatic ‘solutions’ have nothing to say about 
indeterminacy of translation and that in particular Tomasello’s 
(2008) notion of shared common ground, presupposes the 


problem solved rather than provides a solution to it. 
Keywords. Quine, indeterminacy of translation, language 


acquisition, radical translation, Tomasello. 
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Résumé. En 1960, Quine a introduit la célébre expérience de 


pensée « Gavagai », qui a conduit 4 la notion d'indétermination de 
la traduction. Les spécialistes de l'acquisition linguistique 


* Thanks to Cristina Meini and Alfredo Paternoster for their rereading and their useful 
suggestions. Needless to say, any remaining errors are mine. 
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affirment que les nourtrissons sont dans une situation de 
traduction radicale et ont généralement convergé vers des 
« solutions » sociales-pragmatiques a la difficulté. Je soutiendrai 
que les « solutions » sociales-pragmatiques n'ont rien 4 dire sur 
l'indétermination de la traduction et que, en particulier, la notion 
de terrain d'entente partagé de Tomasello (2008) présuppose que 
le probleme est résolu plutét qu'une solution 4 celle-ci. 


Mots-clés. Quine, indétermination de la traduction, acquisition 


du langage, traduction radicale, Tomasello. 


1. Introduction 


In 1960, Quine presented a skeptical argument to the effect that, in 
situations of radical translation, translation was basically indeterminate. 
The argument rested on a thought experiment, where Quine asked his 
reader to imagine a linguist put into a tribe whose language is unknown 
to everyone outside of the tribe (no interpreter is available, in other 
words) and who has to give a complete description (grammar and 
lexicon) of that language, a situation which Quine describes as radical 
translation. This is what happens next (Quine, 1960, 29): ‘A rabbit 
scutries by; the native says “Gavagai’, and the linguist notes down the 
sentence “Rabbit” (or “Lo, a rabbit’’) as a tentative translation, subject to 
testing in further cases’. Quine then introduces the notion of stimulus 
meaning, which gathers the positive as well as the negative evidence 
(both the cases in which the native speakers assent to the linguist’s 
queries of ‘Gavagai?? — accompanied by demonstrative pointing — and 
those in which they dissent) and notes that stimulus meaning, though it 
could help the linguist decide whether ‘Gavagai’ refers to the rabbit or to 
its color, or to a superordinate category, such as ANIMAL, will be 
powerless to solve the question of which concept exactly the word 
‘gavagal denotes (Quine 1960, 51-52): ‘For, consider “gavagai”. Who 
knows but what the objects to which this term applies are not rabbits 
after all, but mere stages, or brief temporal segments, of rabbits? In 
either event the stimulus situations that prompt assent to “Gavagai” 
would be the same as for “Rabbit”. Or perhaps the objects to which 
“gavagai” applies are all and sundry undetached parts of rabbits; again 
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the stimulus meaning would register no difference. When from the 
sameness of stimulus meanings of “Gavagai” and “Rabbit” the linguist 
leaps to the conclusion that a gavagai is a whole enduring rabbit, he is 
just taking for granted that the native is enough like us to have a brief 
general term for rabbits and no brief general term for rabbit stages or 
parts’. Quine goes on to point out that to discriminate between all those 
possibilities, the linguist would have to be able to ask precise questions, 
but that of course can only be possible, given the lack of interpreters, if 
he already speaks the language, which, by stipulation, he doesn’t. 


Quine’s thought experiment is of course a skeptical argument regarding 
translation, its conclusion being the so-called indeterminacy of 
translation, i.c., the notion that, in situations of radical translation, 
translation is in principle indeterminate: one cannot be certain of what it 
is that is meant by any word, possibly excepting logical connectives (see 
Quine 1960, 55, note 4). Linguistic acquisition scholars were not slow to 
claim that infants at the language acquisition stage were very much in the 
same position as Quine’s putative linguist, Le., in a situation of radical 
translationl. Though usually not explicitly presented as solutions to the 
‘Gavagai’ puzzle, hints are often given that some sort of socio-pragmatic 
processes (which are well-known to play a major part in the acquisition 
of the lexicon) could indeed solve it. 


A case in point is Tomasello, who, in his latest book (Tomasello, 2008), 
devotes a part of his fourth chapter to the ‘Gavagai’ thought experiment, 
which he claims, is evidence for the necessity of common ground: “The 
necessity of common ground is even more evident in the case of 
language acquisition: how is the young child to comprehend when an 
adult utters “Gavagai” if not with reference to their shared common 


1. It is a moot point whether Quine would have agreed with that view. The first chapter of Word 
and object suggests that he thinks that the problem graphically sketched in the ‘Gavagai’ thought 
experiment comes from associations between sentences within a language, associations which 
may differ from one language to the next. This would mean that, to be in a situation of radical 
translation, one would not only have to be put in isolation among a people with an unknown 
language, but would also have to already have mastery of another language. This is obviously not 
true in the case of infants. This interpretation is supported by Quine’s remark to the effect that 
the linguist’s problem arises through the lack of interpreters (see above), which prevents his 
asking the necessary questions. Be that as it may, I shall take it for granted that infants are in a 
situation of radical translation. 
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ground? The critical role of the shared intentionality infrastructure in 
language learning and use, including joint attention and common ground, 
is the central premise of the social-pragmatic theory of language 
acquisition’ (Tomasello, 2008, 154). Common ground is defined as an 
aspect of shared intentionality, crucially involving recursivity: she knows 
that I know that she knows that I know, and so on, ad infinitum. I will 
not be concerned with either the recursive aspect or the infinite 
regression here, but rather with the content of the common ground: in 
other words, what is it that she knows that I know, etc1? In his recent 
book, Tomasello (1998) is (understandably) coy about whether or not he 
considers that he has a solution to the ‘Gavagai’ puzzle (see below, § 2), 
but in a recent talk (given at the X-Prag 2009 conference, Lyon, 23-25 
april 2009), he claimed that common ground was a solution to it. In what 
follows I will thus consider that Tomasello proposes a socio-pragmatic 
solution to the puzzle and will discuss whether or not it is, indeed, a 
solution. Let me be clear about what is at stakes here: I do not intend to 
contest Tomasello’s view of linguistic acquisition, or the notion of 
common ground per se, but rather whether or not such a notion can 
indeed solve the ‘Gavagai’ puzzle. If it cannot, then, though common 
ground may be necessary for language acquisition, it is not sufficient for 
it. 


My own view is that Tomasello can only claim that he has a solution if 
he presupposes that common ground rests on a shared conceptual 
apparatus. But then it seems that what is crucial for language evolution 
and acquisition is the shared conceptual apparatus rather than the 
common ground in and of itself and we are owed some kind of 
explanation or account of how it is that we attain such a shared 
conceptual apparatus2, given that, as shown by the ‘Gavagai’ thought 


1. One can be doubtful — and, indeed, I am — about a putative psychological process which 
entails infinite regress, but that is not the present concern. 

2. It should be noted here that Davidson’s charity principle (see Davidson 1984) is precisely to 
the effect that humans should be supposed (unless proven not to) to share such a conceptual 
apparatus and is an extension of Quine’s notion that logical connectives are exempt from 
indeterminacy of translation (to quote Quine (1960, 58): “Wanton translation can make natives 
sound as queer as one pleases. Better translation imposes our logic upon them, and would beg 
the question of prelogicality if there were a question to beg’). Indeed, indeterminacy of 
translation can only arise if there is no universal human conceptual apparatus. However, 
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experiment, we are not entitled to presuppose that we do share it. In 
other words, there is only one way of blocking Quine’s skeptical 
argument and that is to account for the existence of a universal 
conceptual apparatus among humans. My aim hete is not attempt such a 
task (though see Reboul 2007), but rather to argue that this is the basic 
step. 


2. Tomasello’s account of ‘Gavagai’ 


Here is how Tomasello (2008, 155-156) describes the rabbit episode: ‘ A 
stranger visits an unknown culture. A rabbit runs past. A native of the 
culture utters what is presumably a piece ot language: "Gavagai." 
Assuming that the stranger knows this is a communicative act, the 
question is still: how is she to know whether the native is attempting to 
direct her attention to the rabbit, to its leg, to its color, to its fur, to 
running, to a potential dinner, and so forth? The answer is that without 
any forms of shared experience or common ground with the native 
speaker (which are, for purposes of the parable, specifically excluded), 
there simply is no way’. This presentation is inaccurate on at least two 
(major) counts: the first is that, in contrast to Quine’s rather outlandish 
suggestions (see Quine’s quotation above) in terms of stages or brief 
temporal segments of rabbits, all and sundry undetached parts of rabbits, 
etc, Tomasello offers quite reasonable (in the sense that they clearly are 
part of our conceptual scheme) suggestions, such as the rabbit, its leg, its 
color, its fur, running, etc. The second is that Quine does not exclude 
shared experience: the native and the linguist are clearly sharing the same 
(visual) experience of a rabbit scuttling by. Indeed, there is no suggestion 
at all that they are attending to different parts of the same visual scene. 
Thus shared experience is not specifically excluded, contrary to 
Tomasello’s claim and, indeed, the central question (for Tomasello) is 
whether common ground is or is not excluded: it all depends on what is 
meant by common ground and, more precisely, on what is the content of 
common ground. Presumably it concerns beliefs, and if this is so, given 
the dependence of belief content on concepts, common ground can only 


atise in conditions where a conceptual apparatus is shared. Whether 


Davidson recommends the charity principle but does not (and does not aim to) explain how it is 
that humans have a shared conceptual apparatus. 


119 


AL-MUKHATABAT N° 27) &bjls.l] JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


common ground is defined in such a way as to presuppose a prior shared 
conceptual apparatus or not, Tomasello’s view about language evolution 
and language acquisition is in jeopardy’: 
if common ground is defined in a way which presupposes a shared 
conceptual apparatus, then the existence of such a shared conceptual 
appatatus is prior to that of the common ground (which cannot exist in its 
absence) and has to be explained; if the common ground does not 
presuppose a shared conceptual apparatus, it falls under Quine’s skeptical 


argument, and, given indeterminacy of translation, it is hard to see how 
language could either evolve or be acquired. 


In other words, whether common ground does or does not presuppose a 
shared conceptual apparatus, if the ‘Gavagai’ puzzle is not to raise its 
head, we need an account of how humans come to share a (presumably 
universal) conceptual apparatus. 


Additionally, Tomasello’s suggestions above about the meaning of 
‘eavagal (e.g., the rabbit, its leg, its colour, its fur, running, etc.) strongly 
suggests that Tomasello is mistaken about Quine’s point and confuses 
indeterminacy of reference and indeterminacy of translation. 


3. On missing the point: mistaking indeterminacy of reference 
for indeterminacy of translation 


Most discussions about the ‘“Gavagai’ thought experiment in the 
acquisition literature seem to miss the point as they usually end up 
discussing indeterminacy of reference (though it is usually not entirely 
clear whether the solutions offered for indeterminacy of reference are 
supposed to apply to ‘Gavagai’ as well). Much the same thing happens in 
Tomasello’s book: beginning with a discussion of ‘Gavagai’, he ends up 
with a discussion of socio-pragmatic solutions to indeterminacy of 
reference. His view is that indeterminacy of reference can be solved 
through cooperative activities between the child and an adult, through a 
joint goal: “This in turn determines to a large extent the domain of joint 
attention and where the other person’s attention is focused at any given 


1. As is, as a matter of fact, any view that bases either language evolution or language acquisition 
on sheer socio-pragmatic processes, that is that focuses on ‘sharing’ to the extent of ignoring 
what it shared, i.e., (conceptual) content. 
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moment in the activity, and so what he is very likely talking about with 
some novel term. Future uses of the same term in other contexts will 
serve to narrow down the possible intended referents and messages even 
more’ (Tomasello, 2008, 157). A joint goal, in keeping with Tomasello’s 
general insistance on recursive processes, is described as joint in the 
sense that both participants know that they have it, intend to cooperate 
in the pursuit of the goal and that each knows that the other knows that 
he knows, and so on, ad infinitum. 


There are two problems with the above view: the first (which may in fact 
not have been intended by Tomasello) is that, if it is a putative solution 
to “Gavagai’, it mistakes indeterminacy of reference for indeterminacy of 
translation; the second is that, again, the notion of a joint goal 
presupposes a shared conceptual apparatus, with the same consequences 
described above for the notion of common ground. I will briefly discuss 
them in the order above. 


The least that can be said about mistaking indeterminacy of reference for 
indeterminacy of translation is that it clearly amounts to entirely missing 
Quine’s point: as Quine’s discussion of the notion of stimulus meaning 
(exposed above, see § 1) shows, the point of the “‘Gavagai’ thought 
experiment is not indeterminacy of reference: there are simple solutions 
to indeterminacy of referencel, indeed solutions which seem simpler 
than Tomasello’s, but none of these solutions can solve indeterminacy of 
translation because stimulus meaning is not sufficient to solve it, while it 
is sufficient to solve indeterminacy of reference. Indeed, Quine (1960, 
52-53) drives home the point as follows: “Point to a rabbit and you have 
pointed to a stage of a rabbit, to an integral part of a rabbit, to the rabbit 
fusion, and to where rabbithood is manifested. Point to an integral part 
of a rabbit and you have pointed again to the remaining four sorts of 
things; and so on around’. In other words, though, presumably, securing 
a common referent is necessary for determining translation, it is far from 
sufficient. Only on a complete misunderstanding of Quine’s thought 
experiment could anyone hope to solve ‘Gavagai’ by solving 


1. Constraints on lexical acquisition, such as, for instance, the global shape disposition (see, e.g., 
Markman 1987), come to mind. Again, though, they would solve indeterminacy of reference, but 
not indeterminacy of translation. 
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indeterminacy of reference. In other words, indeterminacy of translation 
does not arise because a referent is indeterminate, but because a 
(determinate) referent can be conceptualized in highly different ways 
(indeed, ways so different as to be make sharing the same concepts next 
to impossible)". 


Tomasello’s proposal for solving indeterminacy of translation through 
cooperative activities determined by a joint goal, which in turn constrains 
joint attention in a top-down way, is also problematic because having a 
joint goal seems to entail, at least on Tomasello’s rather cognitively 
complex definition of a joint goal, sharing the same conceptual 
apparatus. If this is so, then the same dilemma as above raises its head: 


if having a joint goal is defined in a way which presupposes a shared 
conceptual apparatus, then the existence of such a shared conceptual 
appatatus is prior to that of the joint goal (which cannot exist in its absence) 
and has to be explained; if having a joint goal does not presuppose a shared 
conceptual apparatus, it falls under Quine’s skeptical argument, and, given 
indeterminacy of translation, it is hard to see how language could either 
evolve or be acquired. 


This, it should be noted, does not mean that Tomasello’s description of 
the evidence regarding acquisition is inaccurate, but it might mean that 
his account of what happens is incomplete. 


4. Turning the table: does not the ‘Gavagai’ thought 
experiment presuppose joint attention? 


Could not Tomasello return the argument with a vengance? After all, as 
said above, in Quine’s thought experiment, there is no mention that the 
linguist and the native could attend to different parts of the visual scene. 
In other words, on Quine’s own description, the thought experiment 
seems to presuppose shared attention to the rabbit. So one could argue 
that, to get off the ground, the ‘Gavagai’ thought experiment helps itself 
to something it has left unexplained, 1e., shared attention. Now shared 
attention, on Tomasello’s (and indeed on most researchers’) view, 


1. Indeed, showing that such widely different conceptual schemes, so different that they are in 
effect incompatible, are, in actual fact — i.e., given our perceptual and neurological processes —, 
impossible is the only way to solve ‘Gavagai’. 
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implies a recursive process such as those described above for common 
ground and joint goall. I have argued above that common ground and 
joint goal presuppose a shared conceptual apparatus. If this is also the 
case for shared attention, it seems that Quine himself is the prisoner of a 
circular account, according to which one needs shared attention to 
describe a situation in which translation is indeterminate, while shared 
attention itself presupposes the solution to indeterminacy of translation, 
i.e. a shared conceptual apparatus. This would offer a nice defence for 
Tomasello’s view, by simply showing the ‘Gavagai’ thought experiment 
to be incoherent. 


Whether or not shared attention presuppose a shared conceptual 
apparatus depends of course on one’s view of shared attention: in 
Tomasello’s rather inflated view, it could be argued that it does, because 
something has to be the content which is attentionally shared in the 
infinitely recursive process of securing the sharing. However, it is not at 
all clear that Quine’s description needs anything as sophisticated as 
shared attention (in Tomasello’s description): one could rather argue that 
it rest on joint attention, which concerns (usually) visual attention and 
basically rests on gaze following to a target, i.e., to an (external) object. 
And even if Quine needs shared attention in Tomasello’s sense, given 
the perceptual nature of the content of shared attention, it could be 
argued that the content of the shared attention is merely an indexical of 
some kind: I see that you see that I see... this2. Thus that line of defence 
is not available and either shared or joint attention can quite legitimately 
figure in Quine’s description of the situation. 


5. Conclusion 


In his book, Tomasello (2008, 156) quotes the first lines of Quine’s 
(1960, ix) book as a support for his own position: ‘Language is a social 
art. In acquiring it we have to depend entirely on intersubjectively 
available cues as to what to say and when’. It is a pity he did not read (or 
did not quote) the next two sentences: 'Hence there is no justification for 


1. Though Tomasello’s account distinguishes itself by his insistance on infinite regression. 
2. A solution which is clearly neither available for common ground or joint goal. 
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collating linguistic meanings, unless in terms of men’s dispositions to 
respond overtly to socially observable stimulations. An effect of 
recognizing this limitation is that the enterprise of translation is found to 
be involved in a certain systematic indeterminacy’ (Quine, 1960, ix. Italics 
mine). In other words, Quine’s truncated quotation can hardly be used to 
support a sociopragmatic solution to indeterminacy of translation, as it is 
precisely such processes (though, admittedly, they are seen in a more 
behavioristic way by Quine than they are by Tomasello) which lead — 
on Quine’s view —, through their limitations, to indeterminacy of 
translation. 


In the present paper, I have tried to show that the ‘Gavagai’ puzzle 
cannot be solved by socio-pragmatic accounts, such as the one 
advocated by Tomasello (2008). On such accounts, Quine’s skeptical 
conclusion, ie., indeterminacy of translation stands and socio-pragmatic 
accounts, rather a solution to the problem, are put in jeopardy by it. This 
is because they presuppose, to a greater or lesser degree, but do not 
explain, the existence of a shared conceptual apparatus, on which the 
socio-ptagmatic convergence can rely: otherwise, socio-pragmatic 
accounts can, at best, secure reference, but not translation. Basically what 
this means is that the existence of a shared conceptual apparatus has to 
be explanatorily prior: it not only cannot be ignored, it has to be given an 
explanation if socio-pragmatic accounts ate to be either credible or 
complete. For what it is worth, I have no doubt that such explanations 


: 1 
can be given” 


A final word: Tomasello admits toward the end of his book that his 
recursive account of shared intentionality may be hard to accept. He 
makes the following proposal: ‘In explaining how contemporary humans 
operate in real time, it is possible that no notion of recursivity is actually 
operative; but rather human simply possess a primitive notion of we- 
intentionality. Indeed, I think that this is exactly what young infants do; 
they simply distinguish situations in which we are sharing attention to 


1. Indeed, Fodor’s view on concepts (see Fodor 1998, 2008) is a (inneist) solution to the problem 
of a shared conceptual apparatus. For those who balk at innate concepts (including doorknobs, 
Fodot’s favorite example), (more or less strong) empirist solutions to the problem can also be 
given, based on commonality of perceptual and neurological processes among humans (see 
Reboul 2007 for such a suggestion). 
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something from those in which we are not’ (Tomasello, 2008, 336). 
Though it is not entirely clear how such a primitive notion of we- 
intentionality could be described in such a way as to exclude great apes 
from possessing it (given that Tomasello shows that they can to some 
extent cooperate and follow gaze), replacing the recursive notions which 
we have been discussing by such primitive notions, whatever they could 
be, would not solve the present problem: as said above, it concerns the 


content part, not the sharing as such. 
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Abstract. Quine’s argument against modalities may occasionaly 
seem excessively convoluted. Therefore, I intend to consider the 
reasoning behind his literature on modalities as follows: 1) modal 
contexts ate opaque. 2) Principle: quantification into opaque 
contexts is not permissible. 3) This being so, how can we ‘save’ 
certain expressions of modality in which quantification into is 
present, without violating the Principle. Hence our need to find 
forms of expresion which do not imply quantification into modal 
contexts while retaining the meaning, considered as legitimate. 4) 
However, those forms of expression pose as many problems as 
they resolve. 
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Résumé. L’argumentation de Quine contre les modalités est 
gu 

parfois tortueuse. Je propose de considérer que le mouvement de 

pensée a l’ceuvre dans les textes consacrés aux modalités, celui du 

moins qui constitue le noyau de la critique de Quine, est pour 

Pessentiel le suivant: 1) les contextes modaux sont opaques. 2 
q' 

Principe : on ne peut quantifier 4 travers un contexte opaque. 3 
Pp q q' 


! Je remercie Philippe de Rouilhan pour ses remarques critiques sut une premiére version de cet 
article. 
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comment dés lors sauver certaines expressions de modalités ou il 
semble que la quantification a travers soit 4 Pceuvre (modalité de 
re), sans transgresser le principe ? D’ou la recherche de formes 


d’expressions qui évitent la quantification 4 travers tout en en 
préservant le sens, reconnu comme légitime. 4) Mais ces formes 
d’expression posent autant de problémes qu’elles semblent en 
résoudte. 


Mots-clés. Quine, modalités, opacité, quantification, modalité 


de re. 


Dans Word ¢& Olject (Quine 1960), Quine ne consacre qu’a peine 5 ou 6 
pages, qui constituent la section 41, a la logique modale. Cela peut 
paraitre curieux, tant la logique modale a été au cours de sa carriére, une 
cible de choix. Tout se passe comme si le procés avait déja eu lieu et le 
verdict prononcé. Pour commencer, je résume presque littéralement le 
mouvement de pensée a l’ceuvre dans cette section. 


La modalité qui est le principal objet de cette section est une modalité 
dite aléthique, parce qu’elle est un mode de la vérité, la vérité nécessaire 
(les réflexions de Quine concernent aussi les modalités dites épistémiques)'. 
Acceptons provisoirement, sous réserve dinventaire, la notion 
danalyticité. La nécessité dont il va s’agir est la nécessité logique, une 
modalité qu’on appelle aléthique, parce qu’elle est un mode de la vérité. 
Acceptons provisoitement, sous réserve dinventaire, la notion 
danalyticité. La nécessité dont il va s’agir semble définissable par cette 
notion, au sens ou: 


(1) Nécessairement 9 > 4 
est ou serait explicable par : 
(2) «9 > 4» est analytique’. 


Question : pourquoi ne pas en rester a (2), ou un prédicat sémantique est 
attaché au nom de lénoncé qui est dit analytique, et introduire Pusage 
dun adverbe, « nécessairement », ie. d’un opérateur attaché a ’énoncé 


1 Dans ce qui suit, je réserverai ladjectif « modal» pour les modalités aléthiques, et parlerai 
simplement de « contextes de croyance » pour les autres. 

2 Ma numérotation des exemples ne coincide pas avec celle(s) de Quine. J’espére qu'il n’est pas 
trop pénible de rechercher et retrouver les exemples de Quine dans les divers textes considérés, 
malegré la difference de numérotation. Par ailleurs, « analytique » ne va pas lui-méme sans poser 
probleme. 
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lui-méme, a la maniére dont la négation s’attache a un énoncé' ? Esquisse 
de réponse : parce qu'il semble qu’on puisse quantifier dans un contexte 
modal, alors qu’on ne peut quantifier dans une citation. Que veut dire 
cette formule barbare, « quantifier dans un contexte...» (ou encore: 
« quantifier a travers ») ? Entendons par la qu’un quantificateur extérieur 
au dit contexte lie une variable figurant a Vintérieur de ce contexte. 
L’esquisse de réponse signifie donc : un quantificateur ne peut lier une 
variable figurant dans une citation, alors qu’il semble qu’un quantificateur 
puisse lier une variable a Vintérieur d’un opérateur modal. D’ot a 
premiére vue l’avantage de « nécessaitement »*. Dans : 


. . 3 
dx (‘six’ contient *x’ 


le quantificateur existentiel ne lie évidemment pas la lettre « x » qui figure 
dans un contexte de citation. Alors qu'il semble qu’a partir de (1) on 
puisse inférer, par généralisation existentielle : « J x (nécessairement x > 


4)». 


Mais aussit6t une inquiétude se fait jour. Est-il vraiment légitime de 

; ZI J g 
quantifier dans un contexte modal ? Admettons que 9 = le nombre des 
planétes*. Au vu de (1) il semble qu’on pourrait conclure : 


(3) Nécessairement le nombre des planétes > 4. 


Mais (3) a bien allure d’un énoncé faux. D’ot lon peut conclure que la 
position de «9» dans (1) n’est pas purement référentielle, et que donc 
Popérateur de nécessité crée un contexte opaque. Bien que Quine ne 
Pexplicite pas, la conclusion, pour le bon entendeur, va sans dire: la 
généralisation existentielle 4 laquelle on pensait : « dx (nécessairement x 
> 4) » est pour le moins douteuse et peut-étre insensée. 


Toujours dans cette section 41 de Word ¢ Object, Quine propose alors, 
sans trop s’expliquer, de considérer une autre fagon d’exprimer « 4x 
(nécessairement x > 4)», qui évite la quantification a travers ’adverbe 


1 Dans Quine 1953a, Quine utilise la forme « Nec» pour le prédicat sémantique «‘...’ est 
nécessaite », et la forme « nec » pour Popérateur « nécessairement ». (1) est ainsi rendu par « nec 
(9 > 4) ». Voir ci-dessous V, les énoncés (18) et (19). 

2 Quine 1960, section 41, p. 197. Dans « Intensions Revisited » (in Quine 1981, p. 113), ot Quine 
adopte une attitude plus tolérante a l’égard de la logique modale, il écrit de méme : « Dans la 
logique modale on veut quantifier a travers des contextes de nécessité, et nous ne pouvons 
quantifier a travers des citations. » 

3 Exemple de non-sens donné par Quine in Quine 1953. 

4 Je dis « admettons », parce qu’en Aout 2006, les asttonomes ont diminué a 8 le nombre des 
planétes du systéme solaire reconnues comme telles. Mais peu importe ici. 
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« nécessairement ». C’est ainsi qu'il poursuit: on pourrait essayer de 
traiter les modalités comme on a, dans certains cas a préciser, traité les 
attitudes propositionnelles, typiquement les contextes « A croit que... », 
en confinant lopacité, par la manceuvre de l’abstraction intensionnelle, 
dans les attributs. La notation pour les attributs (ou intensions 
monadiques) a été introduite (section 34) par la mise entre crochets : x 
[...x...]. L’attribut d’étre plus grand que 4 sera ainsi désigné par 
Pexpression « x [x > 4] », qu’on peut lire « la propriété d’étre plus grand 
que 4». Cette propriété est nécessairement vraie du nombre 9, ce qu’on 
peut exprimer ainsi : 


(4) x [x > 4] est nécessaire de 9 


ou «9» occupe a présent une position purement référentielle, en 

: 7 % * : N 1 
principe ouverte a la substitution de « le nombre des planétes »’, comme 
a la généralisation existentielle. 


Mais finalement l’abstraction intensionnelle des attributs est un reméde 
pire que le mal : elle ouvre la voie a la distinction des attributs nécessaires 
et des attributs contingents d'un objet, ie. a Tessentialisme. 
« Curieusement », dit drdlement Quine, des philosophes ont soutenu 
cette distinction, et lessentialisme qui va avec. Mais finalement, les 
intensions seront de maniére générale rejetées (section 43). 


Positions purement référentielles, contextes opaques’, possibilité ou 
impossibilité de la quantification a travers, traitement des attitudes 
propositionnelles (section 35), etc. : manifestement, en cette section 41, 
toutes les piéces ont déja été versées au dossier. Elles seules rendent 
intelligible ce mince chapitre. Une explication de texte exige donc qu’on 
revienne sur elles, dans l’ordre ot elles ont été introduites dans les 
sections précédentes, comme dans les textes antérieurs a Word ¢ Olyect. 
Auparavant, quelques mots pour donner une idée de la logique modale 
quantifiée d’aujourd’hui, telle qu’elle s’est construite aprés et malgré les 
critiques de Quine. 


1 Je dis « en principe », parce que l’énoncé « x [x > 4] est nécessaire du nombre des planétes » me 
patait susceptible de deux lectures. On supprimerait ’ambigtiité en écrivant : « étre plus grand 
que 4 est nécessaire du nombre qui de fait, se trouve étre le nombre des planétes ». 

2 Opaques, par opposition a ce que Russell, dans ’Appendice C a la deuxiéme édition de 
Principia Mathematica, appelait les contextes transparents. Le terme « opaque» est une 
magnifique trouvaille terminologique de Quine. 
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Le langage de la logique classique du premier ordre est enrichi par deux 


opérateurs, “1, a lire comme « nécessaitement », et 0, « possiblement ». 


Ces deux opérateurs sont inter-définissables. IP par exemple est 


équivalent 42: 7 0 “P: est nécessaire ce dont la négation est impossible. 
La sémantique désormais classique, depuis les travaux de Kripke, pour 
ces deux opérateurs, est celle des mondes possibles, ou situations 


contrefactuelles. est interprété comme «dans tous les mondes 


possibles », 0 « dans au moins un monde possible ». Un opérateur modal 
est ainsi cong¢u comme une sorte de quantificateur sur les mondes 
possibles, et la logique modale est l’étude des interrelations entre les deux 


sortes de quantificateurs, V et J d’une part, [) et 0 d’autre part, selon 
leurs permutations. L’idée de monde possible provient de Leibniz, mais 
Kripke l’a enrichie en introduisant la notion @une relation d’accessibilité 
R entre mondes, dont les différentes propriétés structurales distinguent 
plusieurs logiques modales. wO R wil est lu comme « le monde wl est 
accessible depuis le monde w0» (dans les lignes suivantes nous 
omettrons « accessible », qui donc ira sans dire). 


Les permutations entre quantificateurs permettent de distinguer la 


lecture de dicto et la lecture de re des modalités. Par exemple, 9 x Fx 
(de dicto) dit simplement que dans tous les mondes possibles, il y a un 


objet qui est PF. J x Fx (de re) dit plus fortement qu’il existe un objet, le 


méme dans tous les mondes possibles, qui est F. De méme, L'Vx Fx, dit 


que dans tous les mondes possibles, tout est F, alors que Vx_] Fx dit de 
tous les objets de notre monde actuel que dans tous les mondes 
possibles ils sont F1. Comme on va le voir, c’est sur les formules du type 


4 x LIFx (modalité de re), que Quine a concentré ses critiques contre la 
logique modale. 


Il n’est pas question ici d’exposer la logique modale quantifiée. Ces 
bréves notes avaient seulement pour but d’attester l’existence des 
logiques modales. Il semble que les critiques de Quine aient été 
surmontées, ou laissées sur le bord de la route. C’est vers elles qu’il nous 
faut a présent nous tourner, ne serait-ce que pour tenter de répondre a la 
question: la victoire des logiques modales est-elle un simple fait 
Vhistoire, ou les scrupules de Quine étaient-ils, d’une certaine facon, 
insuffisamment fondés ? 


1 L’implication dans le sens Vxl_] Fx > [Vx Fx est connue sous le nom de formule de Barcan (du 
nom de Ruth Barcan Marcus). Sa discussion nous emménerait cependant trop loin. 
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Si deux noms nomment purement et simplement le méme objet, i.e. sont 
purement référentiels, ils doivent pouvoir étre substitués ’un a lautre 
sans altérer la valeur de vérité de ’énoncé de départ. Cest un principe 
fondamental, dit de  substituabilité des identiques (ou encore 
@indiscernabilité des  identiques). Pourtant il y a_ des 
exceptions apparentes : bien que Cicéron soit identique 4 Tullius (il s’agit 
du méme individu), la substitution a « Cicéron » de « Tullius » transforme 
Pénoncé vrai : 


« Cicéron » commence part la lettre ‘C’ 
en l’énoncé faux : 
« Tullius » commence par la lettre “C’. 


Rien d’étonnant a cela: les deux énoncés ne parlent pas de lorateur 
romain, Cicéron, autrement dit Tullius, mais de leurs noms, eux-mémes 
nommés pat la mise entre guillemets, c’est-a-dire cités. La non 
substituabilité de « Tullius » a « Cicéron » montre que les positions de ces 
deux noms, mis entre guillemets, ne sont pas purement référentielles. Un 
contexte ou un nom n’occupe pas une position purement référentielle est 
dit opaque, et lon parle a son sujet d’opacité référentielle. L’exemple ci- 
dessus manifeste ’opacité référentielle de la citation’. 


Il est aisé de voir que les attitudes propositionnelles créent des contextes 
opaques. Le terme « attitudes propositionnelles » a été introduit par 
Russell a propos des énoncés qui décrivent les croyances, les craintes, les 
peurs, les doutes ou les souhaits d’un sujet, et principalement les énoncés 
de la forme (pour reprendre exemple usé jusqu’a la corde) « Tom croit 
que Cicéron a dénoncé Catilina »°. Tom peut donner son accord 4 cet 
énoncé, et ignorant que Cicéron est Tullius, peut ne pas croire que 
Tullius a dénoncé Catilina (il peut nier sincérement « Tullius a dénoncé 
Catilina » ou simplement suspendre son jugement faute d’information). 
« Tom croit que Cicéron a dénoncé Catilina » peut étre vrai, cependant 
que «Tom croit que Tullius a dénoncé Catilina » est faux. Dans le 
contexte «Tom croit que... », la substitution dun nom a autre ne 


1 Word & Object, § 30, fait de la substituabilité des identiques un critére d’une position purement 
référentielle, i.e. d’une position ot un nom se contente de nommer sans plus un objet. L’idée est 
déja présente dans « Reference and Modality », qui parle de la substituabilité comme d’un « critére 
dune occurrence référentielle » (Quine 1953). 

2 La tradition prend le cas de la croyance comme typique des attitudes propositionnelles, et dans 
ce qui suit je me conforme, comme Quine lui-méme, a la tradition. 
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préserve pas la valeur de vérité: dans un tel contexte, l’occurrence de 

« Cicéron » n’est pas purement référentielle. Pour étre bref, on parlera de 
NE ee: 1 

Popacité référentielle de la croyance . 


Une remarque au passage: malgré Pusage de Quine consistant 4 laisser 
tomber l’adverbe « purement » dans « non purement référentiel »’, il est 
important de noter que « non purement référentiel » ne veut pas dire, 
stricto sensu, non du tout référentiel. Pour un non philosophe, et méme 
pour un philosophe instruit de Vopacité de la croyance, Vintuition 
naturelle est que « Tom croit que Cicéron a dénoncé Catilina » concerne 
plus, en un sens vague du terme, Cicéron que, disons, César ou 
Napoléon. Cette intuition peut étre capturée en distinguant la croyance 
comprise comme opaque de la croyance comprise comme transparente. 
C’est justement cette liberté que propose Quine dans les sections 30 et 
31 de Word ¢» Olyect >. Nous avons vu que la non substituabilité de 
« Tullius » a « Cicéron » montre que la construction « A croit que... » est 
opaque. Mais nous pouvons insister sur le fait qu’en croyant que Cicéron 
a dénoncé Catilina, dune certaine maniére Tom croit que Tullius a 
dénoncé Catilina, malgré ses refus et ses dénégations. Dans un tel cas, 
nous prenons la croyance comme transparente. Certains auteurs 
semblent penser qu’il y a deux sortes de croyance, la croyance opaque et 
la croyance transparente. Je pense plutot qu'il s’agit de deux 
interprétations possibles des énoncés de croyance. L’interprétation 
transparente peut étre rendue de maniére non ambigue par une structure 
syntaxique ad hoc, comme : 


De Cicéron, alias Tullius, Tom croit qu’il a dénoncé Catilina, 


qui exprime une relation entre ’homme Tom et Cicéron (sens relationnel 
de la croyance). On a pris Vhabitude d’appeler croyance de re 
Pinterprétation qu’illustre la syntaxe de ce dernier énoncé, parce que la 
croyance porte sur objet lui-méme (Cicéron), indépendamment de la 
maniere dont il est désigné. Pour l’interprétation opaque de la croyance, 
on parle alors de sens notionnel de la croyance, ou de croyance de dicto. 


1 Frege avait noté le point, mais ajoutait que dans un contexte de croyance, un nom propre 
désignait son sens habituel, qui était sa Bedeutung indirecte. Le caractére référentiel de 
Poccurrence du nom propre était ainsi rétabli, mais a ?égard d’un autre objet, le sens (Simm) du 
nom. Quine ne se soucie pas de remédier a Popacité, sinon en admettant une interprétation 
transparente de la croyance. 

2 Usage justifié par le souci de briéveté, dit Quine § 30 de Word and Object, 00 il insiste par ailleurs 
sur la prudence de la formulation « non purement référentiel ». 


3 Quine 1960, p. 145 et 147. 
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Une seconde remarque avant d’aller plus loin. Un contexte opaque est 
une construction ot deux termes singuliers désignant le méme objet (co- 
désignatifs) ne peuvent pas étre substitués un a autre salva veritate, Le. 
en préservant la valeur de vérité. De méme, c’est une construction ot un 
terme général ne peut étre remplacé par un terme co-extensif (vrai des 
mémes objets), ni un énoncé composant part un énoncé de meme valeur 
de vérité, sans affecter la valeur de vérité de l’énoncé qui le contient. Par 
une généralisation bien naturelle de Pidée d’extension aux objets désignés 
par un terme singulier comme aux valeurs de vérité, on peut subsumer 
ces trois cas sous la rubrique « mise en échec de |’extensionalité » (Quine 
1960, § 32). On parlera donc indifféremment de contextes transparents 
ou de contextes extensionnels, de contextes opaques ou de contextes 
non extensionnels. Ainsi, sous l’interprétation opaque de la construction 
« A croit que... », les énoncés de croyance créent des contextes non 
extensionnels. 


II 


Mais arrétons-nous d’abord sur Varticle « Reference and Modality » 
(Quine 1953)'. Le coup de génie de Quine a été d’élargir la question du 
comportement des termes singuliers dans les contextes opaques, a la 
question du comportement des termes indéfinis, « quelqu’un », « quelque 
objet », etc., dans les mémes contextes. Comme dans un langage en voie 
denrégimentation, les termes indéfinis sont rendus par des 
quantificateurs liant des variables, la question devient celle de la 
quantification dans des contextes opaques, comme le sont les énoncés de 
croyance. La généralisation existentielle de «Tom croit que Cicéron a 
dénoncé Catilina » donne l’énoncé : 


4x (Tom croit que x a dénoncé Catilina), 


dont la parenté avec l’énoncé modal : 
J x (nécessairement x > 7), 


est manifeste. Dans les deux cas, un quantificateur a lextérieur d’une 
construction opaque lie, ou du moins semble lier, une variable a 
Pintérieur de la construction. Deux exemples, donc, de quantification a 
travers, ou de quantification du dehors (« from outside ») vers l’intérieur. 
On ne confondra pas (5) avec : 


1 In From a logical point of view (Quine 1961 pour la deuxiéme édition). 
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Tom croit que J x (x a dénoncé Catilina), 
Ni (6) avec: 
Nécessairement J x (x > 7), 


qui ne présentent pas le phénoméne de quantification du dehors vers 
Pintérieur', et ne sont pas, par ailleurs, des généralisations existentielles 
de «Tom croit que Cicéron a dénoncé Catilina», pas plus que de 
« nécessairement (9 > 4) ». 


Dans Quine 1953, le verdict de Quine est tranché : (5) probablement, et 
(6) certainement, sont des « nonsense ». D’une part, la confrontation de 
(1), vrai, et de (3), faux, ou donc la substituabilité des identiques est mise 
en défaut, montre que le contexte « nécessairement », comme les 
contextes de croyance, est opaque. Appelons Thése 1, l’affirmation que 
les attitudes et les contextes modaux sont opaques. Et d’autre part, 
appelons Principe d’opacité le principe négatif général: on ne peut 
quantifier a travers un contexte opaque. Le Principe d’opacité est 
formulé ainsi : 


Si nous appliquons un quantificateur au contexte référentiellement opaque 
dune variable, avec Pintention qu’il gouverne cette variable de l’extérieur du 
contexte opaque, alors le résultat final obtenu est un sens inattendu ou un 


non-sens [du type (6)]. 


(...) Nous voyons maintenant qu’elle [Popacité référentielle] interrompt la 
quantification: des quantificateurs a Textérieur d'une construction 
référentiellement opaque n’ont pas de portée («no bearing») sur les 
variables a l'intérieur [de cette construction]. »” 


La Thése 1, plus le Principe d’opacité, ont pour conséquence qu’on ne 
peut quantifier a travers un contexte modal. D’ou la conclusion abrupte : 
(6) est un non-sens. 


En lui-méme, ’argument de Quine 1953 par lequel Quine montre que (5) 
est opaque, est peu convaincant. Quel est cet objet dont Tom croit qu’il 
a dénoncé Catilina, demande-t-il. Cicéron, ie. Tullius, répond-il, ce qui 


1 La différence, note Quine, est la méme que celle, a propos d’un jeu, entre « nécessairement il y 
aun vainqueut », et « il y a quelqu’un qui nécessairement est le vainqueur » (Quine 1953). 

2 Quine 1953, section 2, p. 148 et 150 in Quine 1961. L’argument discuté ci-dessous se trouve 
dans le méme article, méme section. Cet argument est implicite dans Quine 1956, et repris 
explicitement dans Word and Olyect, section 31, p. 147, mais la conclusion différe de celle de 1953 : 
plus question de non-sens. Simplement, a présent, dans (5), la croyance doit étre prise comme 
transparente pour rendre compte du sens de (5), - malgré les perplexités que cela entraine. 
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entre en conflit avec le fait, admis plus haut', que Tom ne croit pas que 
Tullius ait dénoncé Catilina. Meme type d’argument contre (6) : quel est 
cet objet qui est nécessairement plus grand que 7 ? Réponse : 9, c’est-a- 
dire le nombre des planétes. Mais le c’est-a-dire est de trop. Dans le 
contexte « objet nécessairement plus grand que 7», le nombre des 
planeétes ne fait justement pas l’affaire, car il n’est pas nécessaire, mais 
bien contingent, que ce nombre soit 9, et donc plus grand que 7. On a 
dailleurs déja reconnu que (3) est faux : le nombre des planétes n’est pas 
nécessaitrement plus grand que 7. 


Outre l’opacité de « nécessairement », Quine tire de cet argument une 
seconde moralité : étre plus grand que 7 n’est pas un trait nécessaire du 
nombre 9, mais résulte du fait qu’on l’a ainsi désigné ; et de méme étre le 
nombre des planétes n’est pas en soi un trait contingent du nombre 9. 
Tout dépend de la maniére de désigner ce nombre : épinglé comme le 
nombre 9, il est nécessairement plus grand que 7. Epinglé comme le 
nombre des planétes, il n’est pas nécessairement plus grand que 7 : 


En un mot, étre nécessairement plus grand que 7 n’est pas un trait d’un 
nombre, mais dépend de la maniére de faire référence 4 ce nombre. (...) 
Etre nécessairement ou possiblement ceci et cela n’est pas en général un trait 
de Pobjet concerné, mais dépend de la maniére de faire référence a l’objet.? 


A mon sens, rien ne justifie cette affirmation. La position de 9 dans la 
suite des nombres, qui fait qu’il est plus grand que 7 est certainement une 
propriété essentielle du nombre 9, sans laquelle il ne serait pas lui-méme ; 
certes on peut le désigner comme le nombre des planétes, mais il reste 
qu’étre le nombre des planétes est une propriété contingente et 
accidentelle du nombre 9. Le désigner comme le nombre des planétes est 
le désigner par un trait contingent. Prétendre que la nécessité ou la 
contingence d’une propriété dépend de la maniére de faire référence a 
Pobjet est une pétition de principe, uniquement destinée a faire barrage a 
Vessentialisme’. 


1 Voir p. 5 ci-dessus. 

2 Quine 1961, p. 148. 

3 Jendosse ici la critique par Kripke de lidée selon laquelle la question de savoir si un particulier 
a une certaine propriété de maniére nécessaire ou contingente dépend de la maniére dont il est 
décrit. L’intuition naturelle est qu’avoir gagné les élections est une propriété contingente de 
Nixon lui-méme, indépendamment de la maniére dont il est décrit. C’est une mauvaise 
philosophie de prétendre que si l’on décrit Nixon comme « Phomme qui a gagné les élections », 
alors c’est une vérité nécessaire qu'il ait gagné les élections. Voir Naming and Necessity (Kripke 
1980, p. 40-41). 
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Il y a pire : les dénégations de Tom sont-elles un argument absolument 
décisif en faveur en faveur du caractére opaque de (5) ? Rien n’est moins 
sur! L’entrée en scene de Ralph (voir HI ci-dessous), pour qui il y a 
quelqu’un qu'il croit étre un espion, va justement conduire Quine a 
admettre qu'il y a finalement un sens relationnel de (5), et que la 
croyance de Tom, peut-étre, doit étre prise pour transparente, en dépit 
de ses dénégations selon lesquelles Tullius n’a pas dénoncé Catilina. Et il 
en est de méme, ceteris paribus, pour (6) : Quine va tenter de sauver une 
formulation admissible de (6)'.Cela ne va pas sans quelque difficulté, au 
vu du caractére opaque de (5) et de (6), tel qu’il a déja été établi. Mais ces 
difficultés valent la peine d’étre discutées, et peut-étre peuvent étre 
surmontées. En ce qui concerne (5), c’est objet du paragraphe suivant. 


Il 


L’irruption dune atmosphére de roman policier (ou de guerre froide), 
dans l’article « Quantifiers and Attitudes »*, semble aller 4 l’encontre du 
Principe dopacité, selon lequel un quantificateur extérieur a une 
construction opaque ne peut lier une variable a l’intérieur de ce contexte. 
Ralph (un personnage qui remplace Tom) peut croite comme chacun de 
nous qu’il y a des espions : sens dit notionnel de la croyance. Mais il peut 
croire aussi, et c’est une tout autre affaire, au sujet de quelqu’un, que ce 
quelqu’un est un espion (sens dit relationnel). Il y a manifestement une 
grande différence entre : 


Ralph croit que J x (x est un espion), 
(sens notionnel de la croyance), et : 
4 x (Ralph croit que x est un espion), 


(sens relationnel) : il y a quelqu’un dont Ralph croit quil est un espion. 
Notons que la force existentielle de (8) est analogue a celle de (5) :« Ilya 
quelqu’un dont Tom croit qu'il a dénoncé Catilina ». 


Mais dans cet article, les choses sont moins tranchées que dans Quine 
1953: dans (8) un quantificateur extérieur a un contexte opaque semble 
lier une variable a V'intérieur de ce contexte (quantification a travers), ce 
que le Principe dopacité a décrété impossible, ou tout au moins, un 


1 Voir ci-dessous p. 16, et V, note 49. 
2 Quine 1956, in The Ways of Paradoxe (Quine 1976 pour Pédition augmentée). 
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« dubious bussiness »'. Pourtant nous ne sommes pas préts, maintient 
Quine, a sacrifier la construction relationnelle, qui a la différence de (7), 
peut expliquer que Ralph se rende a la police pour dénoncer Phomme 
dont il croit que c’est un espion*. Aporie: d’un cété (8) est déclaré 
insensé, de l’autre cdté il parait plus que censé: indispensable. Mais 
soyons plus précis: c’est la formulation (8) du sens relationnel qui 
présente une quantification de lextérieur d’un contexte de croyance, et 
donc contredit le Principe d’opacité’. Mais par ailleurs le sens relationnel 
en lui-méme est reconnu indispensable. Appelons cette aporie le 
probleme de Ralph. Comment en sortir ? Deux voies semblent s’ouvrir : 
accepter la formulation (8), et au nom du Principe d’opacité, tenir ce 
contexte pour finalement transparent. Ou rechercher une autre 
formulation du sens relationnel, qui nous dispense de la quantification a 
travers. Ce sont ces deux voies qui sont successivement considérées dans 
« Quantifiers and Attitudes ». 


Partons de la formulation (8), avec sa quantification a travers: il y a 
quelqu’un que Ralph soupgonne. Comme tout a heure avec «il y a 
quelqu’un dont Tom croit quil a dénoncé Catilina », (8), «4d x (Ralph 
croit que x est un espion) », nous incite a nous demander quel est 
Phomme qui est l’objet des soupcons de Ralph. Imaginons que Ralph 
soupcgonne un certain individu portant un chapeau d’étre un espion, mais 
ne soupcgonne pas un individu entrapercu a la plage d’étre un espion. Or 
Ralph ignore quil s’agit du méme individu, disons Ortcutt. Sous une 
certaine description « individu portant un chapeau », Ralph soupcgonne 
Ortcutt d’étre un espion, sous une autre description, « individu vu a la 
plage », il ne soupgonne pas Ortcutt. Les croyances de Ralph dépendent 
des descriptions sous lesquelles Ortcutt est présenté. Sommes-nous 
cependant préts a dire a la fois que Ralph croit que cet homme, Ortcutt 
est un espion, et que Ralph ne croit pas qu’Ortcutt soit un espion, 
autrement dit que la croyance peut étre prise comme transparente ? Ce 
n’est pas préter a Ralph la croyance contradictoire qu’Ortcutt est et n’est 
pas un espion. Mais c’est accepter une formulation bizarre, a savoir 


1 Quine 1956, section 1, p. 187 in Quine 1976. 

2 Quine 1976, p. 188. Méme affirmation dans Word ¢ Olyect, section 31, p. 148: «On ne peut 
douter, écrit Quine, du besoin [de disposer] d’une co-référence de lintérieur d’une construction 
de croyance avec un terme singulier indéfini a Pextérieur ». Il faudra se souvenir du probleme 
posé par (8) quand Quine introduira Popérateur d’énoncé « nec » (troisieéme degré d’engagement 
modal). Voir ci-dessous p. 21-22. 

3 Cest trés exactement ainsi que s’exprime Quine, p. 187 de Quine 1976 : « Les formulations 
suggérées des sens relationnels présentent une quantification de lextérieur dans lidiome des 
attitudes propositionnelles. ». D’ot par la suite la recherche d’autres formulations qui 
contournent cette quantification douteuse. 
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qu’on puisse dire que Ralph croit qu’Ortcutt est un espion et croit qu’il 
n’est pas un espion. C’est, dit Quine, le prix a payer pour accepter 
Pénoncé (8) : attribuer une propriété a un individu indépendamment de 
la maniére dont il est spécifié'. Dans la mesure ot nous rapportons les 
croyances de Ralph comme portant sur cet individu, Ortcutt, on parlera 
de croyance de re, portant sur la chose méme, pat opposition a la 
croyance exprimée par (3), qui sera dite de dicto. Mais c’est dire que dans 
(8), le contexte « Ralph croit que... », bien que théoriquement insensé en 
raison de la quantification a travers, a néanmoins du sens en un certain 
sens. Simplement il doit étre tenu pour un mode transparent de la 
croyance’, 


L’argument contre (8) ressemble a argument plus haut contre (5), mais 
la conclusion est différente. (5) créait une difficulté en raison des 
dénégations de Tom concernant Tullius, alors que maintenant (8) nous 
conduit, semble-t-il, 4 accepter un mode transparent de la croyance. Je 
dis « semble-t-il », parce que si le prix 4 payer nous semble excessif, nous 
pouvons toujours revenir en arriére, et maintenir en méme temps : 


Ralph croit que Phomme avec un chapeau est un espion, 
Ralph ne croit pas que homme vu 4 la plage est un espion, 


et revenir 4 un mode opaque de la croyance’. La propriété d’étre 
soupconné s’attache alors a l’individu Ortcutt non pas comme un trait de 
Pobjet lui-méme, mais dépend de la maniére de faire référence, par des 
descriptions différentes, a cet objet. 


IV 


L’énoncé (8) reste génant (« unallowable ») : il a toutes les apparences 
@une quantification a travers un contexte opaque, et pourtant la 


1 L’argument du prix a payer est repris dans Word and Olyect, section 31, p. 148. 

2 Méme conclusion dans Word ¢ Olyect, section 31, p. 148: la croyance doit étre prise pour 
transparente, malgré les bizarreries qui en découlent (« the oddity of the transparent sense of 
belief »), pour rendre le sens relationnel de l’énoncé (8). 

3 Or le prix a payer est excessif, montre Quine. Soit p représentant un énoncé, et Dp abrégeant : 
le nombre x tel que ((x = 1) et p) ou ((x = 0 et non p). Admettons que Tom soit assez logicien 
pour qu’il croit (1): Op = 1 si et seulement s’il croit p. Tom croyant que Cicéron a dénoncé 
Catilina, par (1) Tom croit que 0 (Cicéron a dénoncé Catilina) = 1. Si p représente un énoncé 
vrai, Up = Cicéron a dénoncé Catilina), et donc Tom, sous ’hypothése de la transparence et 
donc de la substitution des identiques, croit que 0 p = 1. Par (1), Tom croit p, ot p est n’importe 
quel énoncé vrai. Méme raisonnement avec «Tom croit que Tullius a dénoncé Catilina » et 
n’importe quel énoncé faux (Quine 1960, p. 149). 
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croyance doit étre prise pour transparente. On ne peut en rester a la 
forme syntaxique de (8), responsable de ce dilemme. Quine part donc a 
la recherche dune autre formulation, qui rende raison de la transparence 
de (8), sans tomber dans Villusion dune quantification a travers (cest la 
deuxiéme voie pour sortir du probleme de Ralph). C’est ainsi que dans 
Quine 1956, il est amené a chercher une structure ontologique de la 
croyance qui permette de sauver ce qu'il y a de sensé dans (8) sans 
transeresser le Principe dopacité. C’est le moment ontologique de 
Panalyse de la croyance, par opposition au moment syntaxique, comme 
au moment sémantique, qui vont suivre. Comment cela ? 


Prima facie, les attitudes propositionnelles expriment une relation entre 
un sujet et une proposition (d’ou leur nom), nommée (par exemple) par 
le terme singulier « que Socrate est mortel». L’abstraction pour les 
intensions que sont les propositions est usuellement représentée par la 
mise entre crochets: «Tom croit [Socrate est mortel] » exprime que 
Tom est dans une certaine relation avec la proposition que Socrate est 
mortel. De méme : 


Ralph croit [Ortcutt est un espion], 


(de dicto), exprime que Ralph est dans une certaine relation avec la 
proposition [Ortcutt est un espion]. On peut généraliser cette notation 
avec crochets pour abstraction de ces intensions monadiques que sont 
les attributs, comme pour les relations dyadiques (en intension). Ainsi : 


Ralph croit z [z est un espion] d’Ortcutt, 


qui est de re, et exprime une relation triadique entre Ralph, lobjet 
Ortcutt, et Pattribut monadique z [z est un espion], qu’on peut lire : « la 
propriété d’étre un espion » (Quine appelle « exportation » le passage de 


N 


(11) a (12) et suggére curieusement au passage que ce genre 
d’exportation, qui meéne de de dicto 4 la force existentielle de de re, est 
implicative ou généralement valide'). 


1 Quine 1956, p. 190 in Quine 1976. Il renoncera ultérieurement a cette idée en raison d’un 
»?P 
argument proposé par Sleigh 1968. On peut supposer que Ralph entretient la croyance triviale 
que le plus petit espion est un espion. Si exportation est valide, il s’ensuit que Ralph croit du 
plus petit espion, qu’il est un espion, i.e. « Ralph croit z [z est un espion] du plus petit espion ». 
Ici « le plus petit espion » est en position référentielle, si bien que le dernier énoncé implique (14). 
plus p P. P q q 
D’une croyance triviale s’ensuit alors une croyance autrement importante. L’argument est exposé 
¥ ) ae ee P 
sous une forme légérement différente dans « Intensions Revisited », p. 120 in Quine 1981. Il 
ouvre une nouvelle question : 4 quelles conditions l’exportation du terme singulier est permise ? 
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De méme : 
Tom croit yz [y a dénoncé z] de Cicéron et Catilina, 


exprime une relation tétradique entre Tom, Cicéron, Catilina, et la 
relation dyadique yz [y a dénoncé z], qu’on peut lire «la relation de 
dénonciation de x par y ». 


Dans (12), « Ortcutt » occupe une position purement référentielle (de 
meéme que « Cicéron » et « Catilina» dans (13)), ’opacité est confinée 
dans Vabstraction intensionnelle (Vattribut ou la relation). Comme Quine 
le précise, Popacité de Vabstraction intensionnelle est indépendante de 
Pinsertion de ces constructions dans les attitudes propositionnelles. Elle 
dépend des conditions (présumées) @identité des intensions. Trés 
certainement, la proposition [le nombre des planétes > 4] n’est pas 
identique a la proposition [9 > 4], meme si 9 est le nombre des planétes. 
On peut tenir l’une pour fausse et Pautres pour vraie (en tant qu’objets 
présumés des attitudes, les propositions sont finement individuées). Ce 
qui montre que la position de 9 dans [9 > 4] n’est pas purement 
référentielle, en raison de la mise en échec de la substituabilité. Il en est 
de méme pout les attributs'. 


On peut donc inférer la généralisation existentielle de (12), ce qui donne : 
4 x (Ralph croit z [z est un espion] de x). 


Crest la, explique Quine, notre nouvelle fagon de dire quwil y a quelqu’un 
dont Ralph croit qu'il est un espion. L’avantage de la formulation (14) est 
que Pincongruité de l’apparence de quantification a travers un contexte 
opaque, alors que la croyance doit étre prise pour transparente, a 
disparu’. Quine résume ainsi la « difficulté théorique » du probléme de 
Ralph, que posait (8), difficulté que ’appel aux intensions nous a permis, 
du moins dans un premier temps, de surmonter : 


Les contextes de croyance sont référentiellement opaques ; donc il est prima 
facie dépourvu de sens de quantifier en eux ; comment faire dés lors pour 


Quine rejette la proposition de Kaplan, selon laquelle exportation supposerait que le terme est un 
« vivid designator » pour le croyant, ie. un terme pour lequel il y a un objet que le croyant croit 
étre désigné par ce terme ; ou plus clairement, un terme tel que le croyant connait qui, ou ce qu’il 
désigne (Hintikka) ; notion vide pour Quine hors contexte, voir Quine 81, p. 120. 

1 Word and Olyect, section 35. 

2 Voir Quine 1956, section 2, p. 189 in Quine 1976 ; et Word ¢ Object, section 35, p. 168, pour 
abstraction intensionnelle des propositions et des attributs. 
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ces indispensables énoncés relationnels de croyance, comme «Il y a 
quelqu’un dont Ralph croit qwil est un espion ? ! 


Mais comme tout lecteur de Quine le sait, ce moment ontologique qu’est 
Pappel aux intentions n’est pas le dernier mot de Quine’. 
Indépendamment de lobscurité de la notion d’intension (les critéres 
@identité des intensions sont flous et incertains), on pourrait se 
contenter d’interpréter minimalement, c’est-a-dire de maniére purement 
syntaxique, les formulations (5) et (6), comme un moyen commode 
Visoler Vopacité et dindiquer quelles positions sont purement 
référentielles. Ce mouvement de pensée n’est pas totalement absent des 
éctits de Quine : 


En général, ce dont nous avons besoin n’est pas une doctrine de la 
transparence ou de lopacité de la croyance, mais une facon d’indiquer, 
sélectivement et de maniére changeante, juste quelles positions dans P’énoncé 
composant brillent comme  référentielles dans quelque occasion 
patticuliére. 


Mais finalement, Quine s’engage dans une autre voie, qu’on peut 
qualifier de sémantique : trouver dans les énoncés (éternels) eux-mémes 
des substituts aux intensions répudiées. Par exemple, la reformulation 
sémantique de (12) serait : 


Ralph croit vrai « y est un espion » d’Ortcutt’, 
et (13) devient : 


5 2 , “ ret sar 5 
Tom croit vrai « y a dénoncé z » de Cicéron et Catilina’. 


Je ne discuterai pas ici les difficultés que rencontre, selon Quine, cette 
reformulation sémantique des objets de la croyance, parce que cela nous 
éloignerait du sujet. Disons simplement que multiplier les difficultés fait 
partie des stratégies habituelles de Quine: multiplier les apories sur un 


1 Quine 1976, p. 191. 

2 Voir par exemple Word and Olyect, section 43. 

3 Word and Olyect, section 31. De méme, #bid, section 44, p. 216, Quine écrit : « Nous [pouvons] 
prendre la notation du § 35 [celle avec référence a des intentions], simplement comme une 
stylisation du traitement verbal du § 31, plutét que comme une analyse plus profonde qui ferait 
référence a des objets intensionnels. » 

4 Par exportation, la encore d’« Ortcutt » a partir de la lecture de dicto : « Ralph croit « Ortcutt 
est un espion » »,. Pour les difficultés de ce genre d’exportation, revoir la note 24. 

5 La « reformulation sémantique » (terme de Quine) apparait dans Quine 1956, section IH, p. 194 
in Quine 1976, et est reprise dans Word & Object, section 44, p. 212. Elle a elle aussi ses 
probléemes, dont la relativité au langage dans lequel on formule l’objet de la croyance. 
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probleme (ici celui de la croyance), pour finalement récuser importance 
du probleme: « L’idiome essentiellement dramatique des attitudes 
propositionnelles ne trouvera pas sa place » dans le scheme canonique du 
langage pour la science. 


Notons plutot quultérieurement (Quine 1977), Quine fait remarquer 
qu’on peut traiter le prédicat « Nec », a lire (« ... est nécessaire ») sur le 
méme mode sémantique que la croyance, en distinguant des prédicats 
selon quwils sont monadiques, dyadiques, etc. On distinguera ainsi 
« Nec «9 est impair » », ou « Nec » est un prédicat monadique attaché a 
un nom d’énoncé, nécessité de dicto, de « Nec (« impair», 9), a lire : 
««imper» est nécessaire de Vobjet 9», ot « Nec» est un prédicat 
dyadique, et ou la nécessité est de re. Puisque «9» occupe ici une 
position référentielle, « Nec (« impair», le nombre des planétes) » est 
vtai, alors que « Nec « le nombre des planétes est impair » » (modalité de 
dicto) est faux”. Dans « Nec (« impair », x) », la modalité est forcément de 
re, les variables occupant nécessairement une position référentielle. Et 
donc on peut lier la variable par un quantificateur extérieur, si bien que 


dx UL (&« est impair), ou Ll, (variante typographique de « nec »), est un 
opérateur d’énoncé, est admissible. Mais, ajoute-t-il, exposer n’est pas 
proposer : le (ou les) prédicat(s) « Nec » a (ou ont) aussi ses (ou leurs) 
problemes. 


Dans son usage monadique il est au mieux le prédicat sémantique 
controversé d’analyticité, et dans son usage polyadique il impose une 
métaphysique essentialiste.? 


V 


Outre son intérét propre, l’analyse des attitudes propositionnelles a une 
vertu pédagogique pour aborder le probleme des modalités. Comme je 
Pai suggéré en introduction, la section 41, Modality, de Word ¢ Olyect, est 
une version raccourcie et condensée des textes précédents de Quine sur 
les modalités, et en particulier de larticle de 1953, « Three Grades of 


1 Word and Olyect, section 45. 

2 « Intensions Revisited », in Quine 1981, p.114. Voir ci-dessous la note 48. 

3 Ibidem, p. 116. C’est-a-dire Pidée que le nombre 9 est essentiellement impair, et accidentellement 
le nombre des planétes, ou encore qu’il existe un nombre nécessairement impair, méme si on le 
désigne par le trait contingent d’étre le nombre des planétes. 
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Modal Involvement » (Quine 1953a))'. Trois idées dominent cette section 


41: 
As 


Historiquement parlant, la logique modale est née dans le 
péché, ze la confusion entre usage et mention. Russell lisait 
indifféremment le conditionnel matériel : « si p, alors g», ou 
« p implique (matériellement) g», inattentif au fait que le 
verbe « implique » exprime une relation entre des énoncés 
mentionnés, qui doit donc étre attaché a des noms de ces 
énoncés. Lewis & Langford lont suivi dans cette voie, pour 
proposer une implication plus forte que Tlimplication 
matérielle, Pimplication stricte, définie comme 
« nécessairement (p implique g)», ou « nécessairement » (ou 
« nec ») est congu comme un opérateur d’énoncés, comme si 
c’était déja le cas du verbe « implique » (alors que, on I’a dit, 
le prédicat « implique » est un prédicat sémantique exprimant 
une propriété des énoncés mentionnés). 

Lropérateur de nécessité, « nec », qui correspond a l’adverbe 
« nécessaitement », attaché a un énoncé comme Pest le signe 
de négation ~, est opaque, et donc il semble qu’on ne puisse 
quantifier a travers cet opérateur. 

La solution un moment évoquée pour les attitudes 
propositionnelles, consistant a confiner Vopacité dans 
Pabstraction intensionnelle, n’est ici pas disponible, sous 
peine Couvrir la voie a la distinction entre attributs 
nécessaites et attributs contingents, c’est-a-dire a 
Pessentialisme de type aristotélicien, - une condamnation en 
forme. 


Pour illustrer ces trois idées, je vais reprendre l’article « Three 
Grades... » (Quine 1953a): Varticle est difficile (et 4 mon sens, pas 
toujours trés clair), mais il illustre d’autant mieux les difficultés de Quine 
dans son débat contre la logique modale. 


Le premier degré Vengagement (« involvement») modal est introduction 
dun prédicat (ou d’un verbe), « ... est nécessaire », qui s’attache a un 
nom de l’énoncé auquel on attribue la propriété d’étre nécessaire. Quine 
note « Nec » (avec un « N » majuscule) ce prédicat monadique, et donne 
comme exemple : 


(12) Nec «9 > 5» 


1 Voir Quine 1976, p. 158 a 176. 
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Le nom de l’énoncé auquel (17) attribue la nécessité est formé par des 
guillemets de citation, et pour cette raison, Quine parle de « Nec» 
comme d’un prédicat sémantique, comme ce sera le cas pour les divers 
prédicats d’arité différente de Quine 1977 (voir IV ci-dessus, derniéres 
lignes). 


Le deuxi¢éme degré d’engagement passe par introduction d'un 
connecteur, « nec » (sans majuscule), ie. d’un opérateur qui transforme 
un énoncé en un énoncé’. A partir de Pénoncé « 9 > 5 », on peut former 
Pénoncé : 


(13) nec (9 > 5), 


qu’on lira: « nécessairement 9 > 5». Ici « nec » n’est plus un prédicat, 
mais l’équivalent de l’adverbe « nécessairement ». (18), de plus, a tout lair 
détre vrai, si ’on tient que les vérités mathématiques sont nécessaires. 


Ce deuxieme degré ouvre la voie au troisi¢me degré, 2¢. a la manceuvre 
consistant a préfixer « nec » devant un énoncé ouvert (1.e., comportant 
une variable libre, comme dans « nec (x > 5) »), et de la il n’y a plus 
qu’un pas a faire pour introduire un quantificateur, d’ou par exemple : 


(14) Ax nec (x > 5)’, 


et nous voila derechef avec les formes d’expression typiques de la 
logique modale quantifiée: un opérateur modal dans la portée d’un 
quantificateur liant (du moins apparemment) ane variable a Vintérieur du 
contexte « nec (...) ». D’ot sans doute Vintérét de revenir si possible en 
arriére, Le. au premier degré, en reconvertissant « nec» en « Nec», le 
connecteur « nécessaitement» étant retranscrit en le prédicat « est 
nécessaire »’. On reviendrait ainsi de (18) 4 (17)*. Parmi les raisons de 


1 Je traduis « statement » pat « énoncé » et « open sentence » par « énoncé ouvert » (une phrase ou une 
formule comportant une (ou des) variable(s) libre(s)). 

2 Dans la notation aujourd’hui standard : J x UFx. 

3 « Quoi qu’il en soit, écrit Quine, Pusage de « nec » comme opérateur d’énoncés est facilement 
converti en usage de « Nec » comme prédicat sémantique. (...) Ayant vu comment les opérateurs 
modaux peuvent étre convertis en prédicats sémantiques, on peut bien str juste noter la 
conversion comme un principe et ne pas la réaliser en pratique. Mais il y a cinq raisons qui 
rendent important le fait de le noter en principe. » Quine 1953a, section II). De méme, dans Word 
e> Olyect, section 41, p. 197, Quine se demande pourquoi garder la forme adverbiale et ne pas se 
contenter du prédicat sémantique « est nécessaire ». Quel en est l’intérét ? 

4En 1981, Quine envisage de définir (18) comme une abréviation de (17) : nec 9 > 5), réécrit U1 
(9 > 5), serait défini par Nec «9 > 5». De méme, || (le nombre des planétes est impair) est défini 
pat Nec («le nombre des planétes est impair »), de dicfo et faux. Pour les énoncés ouverts, || (x est 
impair) est défini par Nec (« impair », x). La variable étant ici en position référentielle dans le 
définiens, il n’y a plus d’obstacle a quantifier le definiendum : U ( est impair), @ou: « dx 0 (x est 
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revenir en arriére, figure celle-ci: la tentation, dés lors que nous avons 

admis «nec» comme connecteur, de passer au troisiéme degré 

engagement, i.e. de quantifier des Enoncés ouverts comme « nec (x > 

5) » et dobtenir ainsi, par exemple, (19), dx nec (x > 5). Mais pourquoi 
: : A 1 

serait-ce une tentation plutot qu’un avantage ? 


Parvenus ou nous en sommes, il semble que nous sachions pourquoi 9 = 
le nombre des planétes, et nous avons admis que l’énoncé (18), « nec 9 
> 5) » était vrai. Pourtant : 


(20) « Nécessairement le nombre des planétes > 5 », 


est manifestement faux. Donc lopérateur «nec» crée un contexte 
opaque. La différence de valeur de vérité entre (18) et (20) s’explique par 
la difference dans la maniére de spécifier un objet : le présenter comme 9 
rend (18) vrai. Le présenter comme le nombre des planétes rend (20) 
faux. Différentes descriptions, différentes valeurs de vérité. Au deuxiéme 
degré, il semble que les modalités dépendent du langage dans lequel nous 
parlons des objets, non des objets eux-mémes. Qu’en est-il du troisiéme 
degré ? 


Comme nous le savons depuis longtemps, quantifier a travers un 
contexte opaque pose, pour le dire a minima, des problémes sérieux. 
L’opération qui méne a (19), dx nec ( > 5), est donc pour le moins 
douteuse, savf si nous admettons, sé venia verbo, que dans (19), le contexte 
« nec... » est transparent. Et c’est bien ce que Quine semble admettre un 
moment: ce qui caractérise le troisieme degré d’engagement modal, a la 
différence des deux premiers, c’est que, malgré Vapparence d’opacité, 
dans « dx nec (x > 5)», «nec » doit étre tenu pour transparent. C’est la 
condition de légitimité de la quantification a travers : 


(...) Accepter la nécessité comme un opérateur d’énoncé implique une 
attitude tout a fait opposée a celle qui précéde [i.e., celle du deuxiéme degré], 
qui consistait en ce que « nec » comme opérateur d’énoncé [« statement »] 
est référentiellement opaque. Car clairement, ce n’est pas notre affaire de 
quantifier dans un contexte référentiellement opaque. (...) Nous ne pouvons 
raisonnablement inférer « dx nec (x > 5) » de «nec (9 > 5)», que si nous 


impair) ». « Intensions Revisited », in Quine 1981, p 113-115. La logique modale est-elle en passe 
d’étre sauvée ? 

1 En 1981, c’est-a-dire aprés les travaux de Kripke, Quine a changé son fusil d’épaule. L’avantage 
de lopérateur « nec » (ou -) est qu’on peut quantifier a travers (|, alors qu’on ne peut le faire avec 
le prédicat « Nec ‘...’ »: car on ne peut quantifier a travers une citation (voir la note précédente). 
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regardons ce dernier comme nous disant quelque chose au sujet de l’objet 9, 
un nombre, a savoir qu'il est nécessairement plus grand que 5. ! 


On notera létroite analogie du probleme posé avec le probleme de 
Ralph, i.e. la situation créée par (8), « il existe quelqu’un dont Ralph croit 
qu'il est un espion ». Méme dilemme : d@’un coté nous savons qu'il s’agit 
dun contexte opaque, d’ot le principe de Timpossibilité de la 
quantification ; de autre la légitimité et le caractére indispensable de la 
quantification nous force a penser, au nom du méme principe d’opacité, 
que finalement le contexte est transparent, que nous parlons bien de 
Pobjet (individu dont Ralph croit...; le nombre 9 lui-méme), qui 
nécessaitement posséde telle ou telle propriété : croyance et modalité de 
te. D’ou la soudaine réserve de Quine : 


Cependant, objecter a la nécessité comme opérateur d’énoncé sur le 
fondement de Topacité référentielle ainsi définie serait simplement une 
pétition de principe.? 


Cependant, poursuit obstinément Quine dans « Three Grades of Modal 
Involvement », la question n’est-elle pas réglée depuis longtemps ? Ne 
savons-nous pas une fois pour toutes que « nec » est opaque, et que donc 
la quantification a travers « nec » est illusoire > Et si tel est le cas, c’est la 
logique modale quantifiée qui s’écroule. Mais non! Quine laisse une 
derniére chance au logicien modal: aprés tout, peut étre que la 
confrontation de (18) et de (20) ne prouverait pas que « nec » est opaque. 
Le probleme viendrait d’ailleurs. 


Et en effet: de Paveu méme de Quine, décréter que « nec » est opaque, 
c’est aller un peu vite en besogne*. « Le nombre des planétes » est une 
description, et les descriptions, comme l’a montré Russell, posent des 
problemes de portée. De méme que nous pouvons dite de maniére 
sensée que l’>homme qui de fait, a écrit Hamlet, aurait pu ne pas écrite 
Hamlet (portée large de la description, 4 ne pas confondre avec « il est 
possible que l’auteur d’Hamlet ne soit pas auteur d’Hamlet »)’, il semble 


1 Quine 1953a, section IL, p. 172 in Quine 1976. 

2. Quine 1976, p. 174. Comme si le procés était a présent réouvert... 

3. Voir Quine 1976, p. 173; et de méme Word ¢ Object, section 41, p.197. L’avantage de 
Popérateur « nécessairement » (ou « nec»), qui permettrait de quantifier 4 travers un contexte 
opaque (ou ferait de ce contexte un contexte transparent, on ne sait plus!) se révéle illusoire : 
Quine maintient a toute force que « nécessairement » est opaque. Il faut donc régler autrement 
lapparence de transparence. 

4. Voir encore Quine 1976, méme p. 173. 

5. Voir : « Identity and Necessity » (Kripke 1971). 
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que nous puissions dire de maniére sensée, du nombre qui, de fait, est le 
nombre des planétes, que ce nombre est nécessaitement plus grand que 
5. Et done qu'il existe un nombre qui se trouve étre le nombre des 
planétes, et nécessairement ce nombre > 5. Autrement dit, (20) est 
ambigu. Si on le reconstruit comme voulant dire quelque chose comme : 


dx (x est le nombre des planétes “ nec (x > 5))', 


on peut le tenir pour vrai (grande portée de la description). Alors que 
reconstruit comme : 


Nec 4x (x est le nombre des planétes A (x > 5)), 


(petite portée) il est faux. Le logicien modal peut plaider que les 
difficultés que posent (20), et du méme coup (19), proviennent de ce que 
Quine appelle curieusement le « comportement erratique » de ces termes 
singuliers que sont les descriptions définies’. 


Il est crucial, pour l’argumentation de Quine, quil n’envisage que des 
identités ot figurent des descriptions définies’. Dans les derniéres pages 
de « Three Grades of Modal Involvement», il accepte, comme une 
conséquence de la loi de substituabilité des identiques, la nécessité de 
Pidentité : 


Vx Vy (xk =y) D nec (k = y)). 


Mais c’est pour ajouter aussitot que « nécessairement le nombre des 
planétes = 9 » n’est pas une conséquence de « le nombre des planétes = 
9», et, par instanciation, de (23). Autrement dit, toutes les instanciations 
de (23) avec des termes singuliers pour x et pour y ne sont pas légitimes. 
9 étant spécifié comme « le nombre des planeétes », il n’est pas nécessaire 
que ce nombre soit 9. Mais 9 étant spécifié comme « le successeur 
immeédiat de 8 », Pénoncé : 


(24) (Le successeur immeédiat de 8 = 9) D nec (le successeur immédiat de 8 = 9), 


1. Traduction de « Nec («« > 5 », le nombre des planétes) » selon les conventions de Quine 1981, 
p. 115, ot « Nec » est un prédicat dyadique. 

2.Voit Quine 1953a, section HI, p. 173 in Quine 1976 : « Le logicien modal voulant quantifier a 
travers [opérateur d’énoncés] « nec » peut dire que « nec» n’est pas référentiellement opaque, 
mais qu’il interfere simplement de quelque facon avec la définition contextuelle des termes 
singuliers [ie. des descriptions]. Il peut soutenit que « Jx nec (x > 5) » n’est pas dénué de sens 
mais vrai, et que le nombre 9 est une des choses dont « nec (x > 5) » est vrai. ». 

3. On peut méme soutenir que pour Quine, les noms propres ordinaires sont des descriptions 
déguisées. Ainsi « Phosphorus » est le nom donné au corps céleste vu avant le lever du soleil 4 
une certaine place. Il faut attendre Kripke pour accepter Pidée qu’il y a un probleme spécial avec 
les noms proptes. 
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est bien une instance de (23). Et il en est de méme si nous spécifions 9 
comme étant la racine catrée de 81 : nécessairement, la racine carrée de 
81 = 9. La validité des instanciations universelles dépend des 
descriptions par lesquelles le nombre 9 est spécifié. 


Résumant les deux derniéres remarques, sur les interférences de portées 
> 

possibles dans (20), et la question des instanciations légitimes, Quine 

écrit : 


effet de cette interférence est que les termes singuliers constants [i.e., je 
suppose, les descriptions] ne peuvent pas étre manipulés avec la liberté 
habituelle, méme quand leur objet existe. En particulier ils ne peuvent étre 
utilisés pour instancier des quantifications universelles, 4 moins qu’on ait 


sous la main des lemmes spéciaux pour soutenir [ces instanciations].! 


En 1977, Quine (devenu plus tolérant, peut-étre sous Vinfluence de 
Kripke) est plus précis quant aux instanciations légitimes de la nécessité 


de Videntité. « Quand, demande-t-il, pouvons-nous nous fier aux lois 
@instanciation de la quantification ? ». Réponse : a condition d’avoir sous 


la main un terme a qui satisfasse « dx |) (x = a)», Le. « il y a un objet qui 

est nécessairement a», ou, selon la sémantique des mondes possibles, « il 
é . * . , 5i 

y aun objet qui dans tous les mondes possibles est identique a a »”. 


[C’est la] la condition qui qualifie un terme pour un role d’instanciation dans 
les pas que sont linstanciation universelle et la généralisation existentielle 
dans les contextes modaux. Un terme ainsi qualifié est ce que Foellesdal a 
appelé un nom authentique et ce que Kripke a appelé un désignateur rigide.? 


En d’autres termes, la condition est que a soit un terme qui désigne le 
meme objet dans tous les mondes possibles ot il existe. Deux termes ¢ et 


7 peuvent servir a instancier x et_y dans (23) seulement si ) (¢ = 77), ie. 
sils désignent nécessairement le méme objet. Telles sont les conditions 
auxquelles la nécessité de lidentité peut étre instanciée par des termes 
singuliers : en un mot, que les termes soient tigides’. 


1. Quine 1953a, section II, p. 175 in Quine 1976. 

2. Je laisse de cdté le probleme posé par l’inexistence éventuelle de a dans tel ou tel monde. 

3. Quine 1981, p. 117-118. 

4. Ibidem, p. 117. Il n’est pas sir cependant que Kripke accepterait la définition donnée par Quine 
dun désignateur rigide : « Un désignateur rigide différe des autres en ce qu’il épingle un objet par 
ses traits essentiels. (...) On a besoin de lessence pour identifier un objet d’un monde possible a 
un autte. » (Ibid., p. 118 et p. 174 dans une réponse a Kripke). Kripke nie que pour identifier un 
objet b d’un autre monde possible a un objet a, on doive se demander s’il a ou non les propriétés 
essentielles de a (voir « Identity and Necessity », note 13). On stipule que Pobjet a lui-méme se 
retrouve dans un monde possible. 
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En 1953, Quine (Quine 1953a) se contente de dire que les instanciations 
de (23) ne sont pas ad libitum. Or ici la position de Quine semble 
é€quivoque. La complication qu’apporte le fait que certaines 
instanciations sont légitimes, d’autres non (’absence de la « liberté 
habituelle » dans le maniement des termes singuliers), figure au nombre 
des reproches que Quine adresse a la logique modale quantifiée. Mais en 
fait, cette circonstance apporte de l’eau au moulin de Quine. Elle semble 
confirmer le fait qu’étre nécessaire (ou possible) n’est pas un trait de Pobjet 
concerné, mais dépend de la maniére de faire référence a objet. Une fois de 
plus : 


Etre nécessairement plus grand que 7 ne fait pas sens en tant qu’appliqué au 
nombre x; la nécessité s’attache seulement 4 la connexion entre « x > 7 » et 


la méthode particuliére (...) de spécifier x.! 


Ne pas considérer que les modalités s’attachent a la maniére de faire 
référence a Vobjet, et non a Vobjet lui-méme, conduit tout droit a 
Pessentialisme, ie. a Pidée quil y a des propriétés nécessaires et des 
propriétés contingentes qui sont des traits de l’objet lui-méme. Cette 
tendance est renforcée si nous tentons d’appliquer aux modalités le 
moment ontologique qui a mené a (11) et (12). L’abstraction des 
propositions permet d’interpréter (1) comme « la proposition que 9 > 4 
est nécessaire », i.e. : 


(25) [9 > 4] est nécessaire 


Et Vabstraction des attributs, d’ou le confinement de VPopacité dans 
Pabstraction intensionnelle, nous permet d’obtenir : 


(26) x [x > 4] est nécessaire de 9, 


i.e. : Pattribut d’étre plus grand que 4 est une propriété nécessaire de 9. 
Mais cette « solution », Pappel aux intensions, provisoirement disponible 
quand il s’agit des attitudes, est encore plus déconcertante (« more 
baffling ») que les modalités elles-mémes : elle nous reconduit a lidée 
quil y a des attributs nécessaires et des attributs contingents d’un objet’. 


Dans Word ¢~ Olyect, Quine construit un argument censé prouver 
Pinévitable confusion ot nous tombons si nous acceptons cette 
distinction, argument de Phomme qui est a la fois mathématicien et 
cycliste. Est-il nécessairement rationnel (en tant que mathématicien) et 
bipéde (en tant que cycliste) de maniére contingente, ou vice versa ? Il 


1. Quine 1953, section II. 
2. Quine 1960, section 41, p. 199. 
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me semble que la question est posée de maniére sophistique. De cet 
individu concret, on peut parfaitement dire qu'il est mathématicien et 
cycliste de maniére contingente. Ne serait-il ni mathématicien ni cycliste, 
ce serait toujours ce méme individu concret. Mathématicien ou cycliste 
ne sont pas des propriétés essentielles de cet individu, des propriétés 
faute desquelles il ne serait pas cet homme-ci. Y a-t-il des propriétés 
nécessaites de cet homme, comme étre en bois est une propriété 
nécessaite du pupitre de Kripke ? Peut-étre étre né de tels et tels parents. 
Etre un homme (animal rationnel) est-il une propriété nécessaire de cet 
homme ?’ Si oui, c’est cependant une propriété qui le définit de maniére 
générale en tant qu’homme, de facon générique ou « sortale », non en 
tant que cet individu, et ce n’était pas la question que nous posions, de 
savoir si cet individu avait des propriétés telles que sans elles il ne serait 
plus lui-méme. De méme pour bipéde. Bien str il est nécessaite que ce 
pupitre soit un pupitre, que cet homme soit un homme, - méme si c’est 
une nécessité triviale -, mais ces propriétés ne le caractérisent pas comme 
cet homme ou ce pupitre’. Et nous étions 4 la recherche de propriétés 
éventuellement nécessaires qui le caractérisent en tant que tel et tel 
individu. 

Ce qu'il y a de troublant, dans cette critique de l’essentialisme, c’est que 
la reconnaissance des disparités dans la maniére de spécifier un objet, 
selon qu’on utilise telle ou telle description, semble nous y inviter. II 
suffit, pour sombrer dans lessentialisme, d’un infime changement de 
point de vue: prendre ces différentes descriptions pour des traits, 
contingents ou nécessaires, de Pobjet luic-méme. De sorte qu’en fait, 
Pessentialisme nous guette dés que nous prenons acte de la disparité 
modale de nos descriptions’. Il consiste 4 : 


1. Kripke est disposé a repondre OUI 4 cette question. « Etre une table semble étre une propriété 
essentielle de la table », écrit-il dans la note 57 (Lecture III) de Naming and Necessity, a propos 
de cette table qu’il pointe du doigt. 

2. Quine semble soutenir le contraire, 4 savoir que pour l’essentialisme, la propriété d’étre un 
homme spécifie cet homme-ci non seulement en tant qu’homme, mais en tant que lui-méme : 
« Par exemple, écrit-il dans les derniéres lignes de Quine 1953a, un homme, ou animal parlant, ou 
bipéde sans plume (car ce sont en fait la méme chose), est essentiellement rationnel et 
accidentellement bipéde et parlant, non seulement qua homme mais qua lui-méme. ». Inutile 
d’ajouter que Quine ne reprend pas a son compte ce genre d’affirmation : il s’agit de ce que selon 
lui Pessentialisme soutient. 

3 Je trouve que cette équivoque est particuli¢rement claire dans les derniéres lignes de la réponse 
de Quine a Ruth Barcan Marcus (Quine 1962). « L’attitude inégalitaire » a ’égard des différentes 
facons de spécifier un objet, est Pattitude de Quine lui-méme face aux diverses conséquences 
modales du choix de telle ou telle description. Dans cette réponse, elle est au contraire mise au 
compte de lessentialisme. Mais qu’y a-t-il d’horrible dans lessentialisme ? 9, de quelque nom 
qu’on le nomme, est certainement nécessairement le successeur de 8, et la racine carrée de 81. 
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...arguer dans le cas de 9 et du nombre des planétes que ce nombre, en lui- 
méme et indépendamment d’un mode de spécification, est quelque chose 
qui nécessairement et de fagon non contingente, est plus grand que 7. Cela 
veut dire adopter une attitude franchement inégalitaire envers les diverses 
facons de spécifier le nombre. L’un des traits déterminants, succéder a 8, est 
compté comme un trait nécessaire du nombre. (...) D/’autres traits 
déterminants de fagon unique le nombre, notablement qu’il dénombre les 
planétes, sont renvoyés comme des traits contingents du nombre et ne 
démentent pas le fait que ce nombre est toujours nécessairement plus grand 


que 7.! 


En effet, mais pourquoi pas ? Le nombre 9, qui est de facon contingente 
le nombre des planétes, est essentiellement le successeur immédiat de 8 
dans la suite des nombres. Ne le serait-il pas qu'il ne serait pas ce 
nombre. I] me semble que c’est la fagon la plus naturelle de voir les 
choses, antérieurement a toute sophistication philosophique. 


Pour conclure : il y a quelque chose d’inabouti dans la critique par Quine 
des attributions de croyance, comme de la logique modale quantifiée. 
L’argumentation de Quine est prise dans une sorte de cercle. Principe 
@opacité : on ne peut quantifier a travers un contexte opaque. Or on 
peut quantifier a travers la croyance comme 4 travers « nécessairement ». 
Donc ces contextes doivent étre tenus pour transparents. Mais pourtant 
ils sont opaques. Comment sortir de ce cercle ? Pour le dire autrement : 
confronté au probleme de Ralph, comme au probleme posé par 
Pinférence de « nec 9 > 5) a « Ax nec (« > 5) », Quine cherche a sauver 
la transparence en construisant des formes syntaxiques qui évitent la 
quantification a travers (prétendument impossible). Mais puisque d’un 
coté on a reconnu la transparence de ces contextes, ou du moins leur 
catactére sensé, pourquoi ne pas tout simplement renoncer au dogme 
selon lequel la quantification est impossible dans ces contextes, et 
admettre les constructions avec quantification a travers « croit que... » 
comme avec «nec»? On tient qu’elles sont dune certaine maniére 
légitime, méme si elles contreviennent au dogme. Pourquoi ne pas 
renoncer au dogme, et admettre l’inférence par ailleurs reconnue valide, a 
«dx nec (x > 5)», et donc les constructions typiques de la logique 
modale ? Décidemment, il est difficile de s’affranchir de tous les dogmes, 
meme a « ’empirisme sans les dogmes » ! 


1 « Reply to Professor Marcus », in Quine 1962, p. 184. 
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Résumé. La théorie de Quine se caractérise par Pidée d’une 
distinction claire entre la signification et la référence. La notion 
de signification s’intéresse principalement a la relation de 
synonymie, ne se fonde pas sur lidentité logique et ne valide pas 
le principe de substitutivité. Quine adopte la conception 
behavioriste et physicaliste qui tire la notion de signification du 
comportement oral des locuteurs via les stimulations sensorielles. 
Conformémment a cette conception, l’intrusion de la langue ne se 
réalise que grace a l’ajustement de quelques termes directement 
avec la réalité qu’elles expriment. Sur cette base, Pintrusion d’un 
systeme langagier propre a un groupe donné exige que 
Papprentissage s’effectue par le biais de quelques expressions 
directement liées 4 la réalité observable. 


Mots-clés. Quine, signification, référence, ontologie. 
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Abstract. Quine's theory is characterized by the idea of a clear 
distinction between meaning and reference. The concept of 
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meaning is primarily concerned with the relationship of 
synonymy, is not based on logical identity and does not validate 
the principle of substitutivity. Quine adopts the behaviorist and 
physicalist conception that derives the notion of meaning of the 
oral behavior of speakers through sensory stimulations. In 
accordance with this conception, the intrusion of language is 
achieved only by adjusting a few terms directly with the reality 
they express. On this basis, the intrusion of a language system 
specific to a given group requires that learning be carried out 
through a few expressions directly related to observable reality. 


Keywords. Quine, signification, reference, ontology. 
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Résumé. Le désaccord sur ce qui existe est si fondamental qu'il 
tend a entraver ou méme a bloquer le dialogue. Les diverses 
controverses entre les croyants et les athées, ou les réalistes et les 
nominalistes, ne sont que deux exemples. Désireux de contribuer 
a l'intelligibilité du débat sur l'ontologie, Willard van Orman 
Quine a commencé une série de travaux qui introduit la notion 
d'engagement ontologique et propose un critére prétendument 
objectif pour identifier les conditions exactes dans lesquelles un 
discours théorique signale une hypothése d'existence. J'ai 
l'intention de présenter le concept d'engagement ontologique et le 
criteére Quinien, d'exposer et d'évaluer certaines des nombreuses 
critiques dont le critére a fait Pobjet et de le situer dans le 
contexte de la philosophie de Quine. Fort du résultat de ces 
analyses, j'espére contribuer a la discussion sur l'application et la 
pertinence de la notion d'engagement ontologique. 


Mots-clés. Engagement ontologique, ontologie, métaphysique, 
logique, sémantique. 
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rs An earlier version of this article was published in Portuguese, in 2014, in the “Online 
Companion to Problems in Analytic Philosophy”, available at: 
http://compendioemlinha.letras.ulisboa.pt/compromisso-ontologico-daniel-durante/ 

In this English version, a substantive revision was made, and Section 5.2 was mostly rewritten. 
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Abstract. Disagreement over what exists is so fundamental 
that it tends to hinder or even to block dialogue among 
disputants. The various controversies between believers and 
atheists, or realists and nominalists, are only two kinds of 
examples. Interested in contributing to the intelligibility of the 
debate on ontology, Willard van Orman Quine began a series of 
works which introduces the notion of ontological commitment 
and proposes an allegedly objective criterion to identify the exact 
conditions under which a theoretical discourse signals an 
assumption of existence. I intend to present the concept of 
ontological commitment and the Quinean criterion, to expose 
and evaluate some of the many criticisms to which the criterion 
has been subject and to situate it in the context of Quine’s 
philosophy. As a result of such analyses, I hope to contribute to 
the discussion on the application and relevance of the notion of 
ontological commitment. 


Keywords. Ontological commitment, ontology, metaphysics, 
logic, semantics. 


1. Introduction 


The notion of Ontological Commitment came to light in an article 
Quine published back in 1939, named “A Logistical Approach to the 
Ontological Problem” (hereinafter LAOP). Its opening sentence 
questions: “What does it mean to ask, e.g., whether there is such an 
entity as roundness?” (Quine, 1966a, 64). 


Quine does not ask whether roundness exists or not. He asks about the 
meaning of asking about roundness as an entity. Rather than examining 
what exists or not, this question invites an appraisal of what it means to 
exist, to be an entity. The result of his investigation, therefore, will not 
be a catalogue of what exists, but a construal of what it is to exist, which 
is the core of a “concept of existence” and an important part of a 
broader “doctrine of being”. 


To be able to argue for the existence or not of a supposed entity, such 
that it becomes possible to overcome the fundamental differences of 
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opposing views, there is no plausible alternative to adopting some 
concept of existence that provides a rational standard for argument. 
Without such previous characterization of what it means to exist, any 
debate on ontology is liable to prejudices and arbitrariness. 


Quine’s inaugural question presages the path of his investigations. The 
notion of ontological commitment, which he is to introduce, establishes 
two preconditions for ontological debates, to wit, the stipulation of a 
concept of existence, and the requirement of coherence with that 
concern. No matter how one understands what it is to exist, under 
Quine's preconditions all suppositions of existence made in an 
ontological debate can only be ascribed when they are ontological 
commitments given by the previously assumed concept of existence. The 
notion of ontological commitment is, therefore, a vindication of 
rationality. 


In LAOP’s second line, Quine proceeds: 


Note that we can use the word ‘roundness’ without acknowledging any such 
entity. We can maintain that the word is syncategorematic, like prepositions, 
conjunctions, articles, commas, etc.: that though it occurs as an essential part 
of various meaningful sentences it is not a name of anything. To ask whether 
there is such an entity as roundness is thus not to question the meaningfulness of 
‘roundness’; it amounts rather to asking whether this word is a name or a 
Syncategorematic expression. 

(Quine, 1966a, 64) (emphasis mine)! 


Here Quine chooses one of two different ways of understanding the 
question about the existence of roundness. In so doing he counterposes 
two distinct concepts of existence. The doctrine he rejects associates 
being with meaningfulness, the one he endorses, with reference. 


1. As used by scholastic logicians the adjective ‘syncategorematic’ was applied to words that 
could not stand for any Aristotelian category, having no self-sufficiency, but acquiring meaning 
only in connection with other terms to form a proposition. Since they were not linked to 
categories, syncategorematic words would have no metaphysical or ontological weight. 
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We should not let the linguistic way in which Quine poses the 
alternatives to obscure the radical difference between these two concepts 
of existence. Relating being with significance or meaningfulness, for 
instance, seems a good way of connecting with idealistic or 
phenomenalistic conceptions of existence, or even with a deflationism 
regarding ontology itself. Relating being with reference, by contrast, 
seems a plausible path toward ontological realism. 


Each one of these two concepts of existence demands a particular 
specification of what are the ontological commitments of the sentences 
we endorse.' Consider the statement: 


Pebbles have roundness. (1) 


The word ‘roundness’ is here a meaningful term of a meaningful 
sentence. According to the doctrine which associates being with 
significance, it is plausible to impute the supposition that roundness 
exists to this sentence and to anyone who endorses it. On the one hand, 
if meaningfulness assures existence, then sentence (1) expresses an 
ontological commitment with roundness.” On the other hand, according 
to Quine’s preferred doctrine, which relates being with reference, it is 
only legitimate to impute the supposition that roundness exists to this 
sentence if the word ‘roundness’ works there as a vehicle for reference (a 
role usually occupied by names) and not only as a syncategorematic 
expression which, though contributing to the meaning of the sentence, 
does not name anything. 


Two fundamental questions arise. First of all, why should we favour 
reference over meaningfulness when questioning what it means to exist? 
Secondly, within the doctrine of reference, what are the grounds for 
deciding when a term is a legitimate vehicle for reference? 


1. Strictly speaking, the bearers of ontological commitments are sentences or theories. Which of 
these two options is the best is a subject that will be addressed below. In a broader sense, 
however, we can also refer to the ontological commitments of discourses or even people. A 
discourse will have the ontological commitments of the sentences and theories that compose it 
and people, in turn, assume the ontological commitments of the discourses, theories and 
sentences they accept. 

2. There is an example of explicit support to the theory of meaningfulness in Searle (1969, 104). 
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Dealing with these two questions will be a recurring task for Quine in 
the thirty years following the publication of LAOP. The first and more 
general one is ignored by him at this initial moment. His preference for 
the doctrine of reference will only be justified by his most general 
philosophical conceptions: his naturalism; his rejection of the notions of 
analyticity, synonymy and other intensional notions; his principle of 
ontological parsimony, guided by adhesion to Ockham’s razor, and his 
standards of ontological admissibility, based on criteria of individuation 
provided by the logical laws of identity. 


Quine’s answer to the second question, about the grounds of deciding 
wheter a term is a legitimate vehicle for reference, will be given precisely 
by his criterion of ontological commitment, together with his 
conceptions about regimentation, paraphrase and ontological reduction. 


To summarise this introduction, we could say that the notion of 
ontological commitment represents the recognition that imputation of 
supposition of existence to discourses is only legitimate when attached to 
some conception of existence previously taken, while the notion of a 
criterion of ontological commitment clarifies this attachment. Once fixed 
to a concept of existence, the criterion establishes which elements of 
discourses testify some determinate supposition of existence. In Quine’s 
proposal, the concept of existence is tantamount to a referential doctrine 
of being and the elements which testify supposition of existence will be 
those that behave as legitimate vehicles of reference.’ 


In what follows, Section Two presents the methodological choices that 
led Quine to his formulation of the criterion of ontological commitment, 
which is given in Section Three, together with an equivalent alternative 
formulation. Sections Four through Six involve analysis, interpretation 
and evaluation of Quine’s criterion and the notion of ontological 
commitment. Section Four demonstrates, contrary to Quine’s own 
belief, the intensional nature of ontological commitment, and Section 


1. I don’t think these few words have clarified what I am calling the referential doctrine of being. 
This clarification would involve many aspects beyond the purposes of this article. A 
commendable introduction to these more general Quinean metaontological questions is Van 
Inwagen (2009). To our purposes here, it is enough to realise that there is more than one distinct 
mode to conceive the way in which existence shows itself up in the language and that for Quine 
this way is not reachable through meaning, but through reference. 
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Five presents some objections and answers. The main purpose of this 
section is not to attack or defend Quine’s criterion, but rather to use 
attacks on it and responses to these to deepen understanding of the 
criterion and its implications for multiple philosophical issues. Finally, in 
Section Six, the notion of ontological commitment is put into 
perspective with other general aspects of Quine’s philosophy. 
Clarifications developed in the previous sections are used not only to 
defend the unity and coherence of the philosophical view that Quine 
sustained until the end of the 1960s, but also to point out the 
impossibility of its complete achievement. 


2. Quine’s path to the criterion’s formulation 


In the second paragraph of LAOP, Quine introduces his decistve hunch: 


Ontological questions can be transformed, in this superficial way, into 
linguistic questions regarding the boundary between names and 
syncategorematic expressions. Now where, in fact, does this boundary fall? 
The answer is to be found, I think, by turning our attention to variables. (Quine, 
1966a, 64) (emphasis mine) 


The formulation of the ontological commitment criterion will require 
Quine to clarify under what conditions a term is a legitimate name, and 
therefore a vehicle for reference and existence, and under what 
conditions it only contributes to the overall meaning of the sentence. 


Quine understands that he cannot entrust this task to grammar. The 
“names” he seeks are not the grammatical nouns. If so, there would not 
be much difference between the doctrines of reference and significance, 
since most of the verbs, adjectives, adverbs to which we attach some 
meaning can easily be transformed into nouns. In his own example, the 
word ‘roundness’ is a noun obtained from the adjective ‘round’. Besides, 
there is the opposite problem of many expressions which are 
grammatical nouns, but have no ordinary reference, such as ‘Pegasus’, or 
‘the typical Brazilian’. 


Furthermore, to produce an inventory of the possible nouns of a 
language and to impute to them the supposition of existence could, at 
most, give us a roll of what there can be for the speakers of that 
language. This list, however, was never Quine’s intention, and it wouldn’t 


182 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglS./] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


help to answer his inaugural question, which wasn’t to know if 
roundness exists ot not, but to find out what it means to ask if 
roundness exists. The title of his most famous article on this topic, 
published in 1948, isn’t “What there is”, but “On what there is’ (Quine, 
1963d). Therefore, the answer his criterion of ontological commitment 
can give will not be a catalogue of what there is, but it will be a step 
towards the clarification of what it means to exist. 


In a rework of LAOP published at the end of that same year of 1939, 
under the title “Designation and Existence”, Quine gives the clearest 
description of what had motivated his formulation of the criterion:' 


Perhaps we can reach no absolute decision as to which words have designata 
and which have none, but at least we can say whether or not a given pattern 
of linguistic behaviour construes a word W as having a designatum. This is 
decided by judging whether existential generalization with respect to W is accepted as a 
valid form of inference. (Quine, 1939, 706) (emphasis mine) 


Quine clarifies that the pattern of linguistic behaviour that construes a 
word as a vehicle for reference will not be grammatical, but logical. Not 
all grammatical nouns lead to what exists, only do that those to which an 


application of the existential generalisation logical rule is accepted as 
valid.’ 


When I say: 
This coin and that pizza have roundness. (2) 


It seems clear that I would accept as valid an application of existential 
generalisation that would lead to: 


This coin exists. (3) 


1. Unlike LAOP, which was republished in The Ways of Paradox and Other Essays, the article 
“Designation and Existence” does not appear in Quine’s famous Collected Works. I owe my 
awareness of this article and this very quote to Oswaldo Chateaubriand (1971). 

2. In a strict sense, the rule of existential generalisation is the logical rule that authorises an 
inference of a general affirmation of existence (there are Fs) from a sentence that predicates 
something of an individual (a is an F). In symbols: F(a) F 4x F(x). In a broader sense, as it is used 
by Quine in the above quotation, to say that existential generalisation is accepted as a valid 
inference with respect to a word ‘W’ equals to consider ‘W’ as a legitimate name. That is, a name 
that designates something, which has a reference. Therefore, a formal application of the 
existential generalisation rule of the type G(w) F 4x G(x) would be a valid application. 
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That pizza exists. (4) 


It is not clear, however, whether I would accept as valid an application of 
existential generalisation that would lead from (2) to: 


Roundness exists. (5) 


For even though ‘roundness’ is a name in (2), I could have said what I 
meant by (2) through the sentence: 


This coin and that pizza are round. (6) 


But I cannot infer (5) from (6) by existential generalization, since ‘round’ 
is not a name, but an adjective that in (6) functions as a predicate 
nominative. 


It seems we go back to square one. After all, we can, as we wish, accept 
ot not as valid an application of existential generalisation on ‘roundness’ 
depending on whether we attach ourselves to the form (2) or we allow 
the form (6). 


Some issues, however, need to be clarified. We again must remember 
that the purpose of Quine’s criterion has never been to decide whether 
roundness or any other supposed entity exists or not, but only to indicate 
the exact circumstances in which, according to the referential doctrine of 
being, we can impute to discourses (and its holders) a particular 
assumption of existence. 


The appeal to the existential generalisation rule indicates Quine’s 
preferences for his criterion. Natural language, with all its subtleties and 
different ways of expression, is not the adequate environment to judge 
whether an application of the existential generalisation rule is accepted as 
valid or not. A more auspicious entourage to do that will be the language 
of first-order classical logic, with two additional restrictions Quine 
imposes on it, namely the elimination of names (individual constants) 
and the Russellian way of formalising descriptions. It is in this strict 
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canonical notation that, according to Quine, we will finally be able 
objectively to verify suppositions of existence.’ 


In the austere ambience of canonical notation there ate no discourses, 
but formalised sentences and theories; there are no names, but variables 
and quantifiers; there are no properties or relations, but limited sets of 
pre-established symbols of predicate and relation that constitute the non- 
logical vocabularies of each formalised theory. Quine’s criterion is 
formulated by focusing on the formalised theories in this canonical 
notation. Its application to general discourses thus is only indirect. It 
requires the intermediate step of formal regimentation. 


More than forty years after LAOP, in “Things and Their Place in 

Theories”, of 1981, Quine justifies formal regimentation in the following 

terms. 
The idea of a boundary between being and nonbeing is a philosophical idea, 
an idea of technical science in a broad sense. Scientists and philosophers 
seek a comprehensive system of the world, and one that is oriented to 
reference even more squarely and utterly than ordinary language. 
Ontological concern is not a correction of a lay thought and practice; it is 
foreign to the lay culture, though an outgrowth of it. (Quine, 1981b, 9) 


In order to evaluate the ontological commitments of a discourse, we first 
need to regiment it in the canonical notation. Then we need to specify an 
interpretation for the non-logical symbols, of predicate and relation, and 
to treat the regimented version as a theory, that means, to add to the 
explicitly declared sentences (the axioms of the theory) all its logical 
consequences. As there are no names in the canonical notation, the only 
vehicles for reference and therefore for existence are variables. And 
mathematicians usually say that the reference of a variable is its value. 


3. “To be is to be the value of a variable” 


We have finally reached the point of making sense of both, the statement 
of Quine’s ontological commitment criterion and his famous slogan 


1. A first-order language includes among its non-logical symbols individual constants, which are 
the formal counterparts of the names. In his 1939 articles, Quine still accounted individual 
constants in his canonical notation. Yet, in “On What There Is”, he expandes the theory of 
definite descriptions of Bertrand Russell (1905) to reach names also, and promoted through this a 
complete elimination of individual constants from canonical notation (Quine, 1963d, 7-8). See 
Daniel Durante (2011, 34). 
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about being. And we already find a first expression of both in 1939, right 
on the third page of LAOP. 


We may be said to countenance such and such an entity if and only if we 
regard the range of our variables as including such an entity. To be is to be a 
value of a variable. (Quine, 1966a, 66)! 


Quine’s slogan is nothing more than the statement of the concept of 
existence he favours, the referential doctrine of being, in conjunction 
with the conception that the variables of canonical notation are the only 
unequivocal and legitimate vehicle for reference. Quine’s criterion, in 
turn, is only an immediate consequence of that: if to be is to be the value 
of a variable, then we are ontologically committed to the existence of 
everything we count among the values of our variables. 


So defined, the slogan still requires explanation. What are the means 
available to identify in the canonical notation the values of the variables 
of a regimented theory? Another formulation of the criterion presented 
in one of the last papers Quine devoted to this theme, “Existence and 
Quantification” first published in 1968, clarifies the issue better: 


To show that a theory assumes a given object, or objects of a given class, we 
have to show that the theory would be false if that object did not exist, or if 
that class were empty. (Quine, 1969a, 93) 


Then a theory ontologically commits itself to something when the theory 
would be false if that thing didn’t exist and were not among the values of 
the theoretical variables. Consider the following canonically regimented 
sentences: 

Ax Ghost(x) (There are ghosts) (7) 

Vy Ghost(y) + Diaphanous()) (Ghosts are diaphanous) (8) 


When will (7) be false? It will be false when none of the possible values 
for the variable x is a ghost. If in the range of x there is no ghost, then 
(7) is false. So, if the class of ghosts is empty, (7) is false and, therefore, 


1. Quine later changed the expression “a value” to “the value”. Thereby the definitive version of 
his slogan became “to be is to be the value of a variable” (Quine, 1963d, 15). Many authors, as 
Joao Branquinho (2006, 152), add the adjective “bound” to the term “variable” and present the 
slogan as: “to be is to be the value of a bound variable”. Both versions are equivalent by reasons 
which will be made clear in this section. 
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(7) and any theory of which (7) is one of its sentences ontologically 
commits itself to ghosts. 


What about (8), when will it be false? It only will be false if, among the 
range of y’s values there is at least one which is a ghost but not 
diaphanous. If none of the values of y is a ghost, the formal semantic 
rules assure that (8) is true. After all, (8) does not state that there are 
ghosts. It only states of anything that if it is a ghost, then it is 
diaphanous. Hence, unlike (7), (8) does not ontologically commit itself to 
ghosts, because there need be no ghosts for (8) to be true. 


The resort of regimentation in canonical notation and the appeal to 
semantic rules that explain the truth conditions of formalised sentences 
help us to perceive that we can use the word ‘ghost’ in meaningful and 
possibly true sentences, as (8), without any commitment to the existence 
of ghosts. These examples, I believe, help to clarify not only the 
importance of the notion of ontological commitment for the ontological 
debate but also the foundations of Quine’s criterion. 


Another advantage given by regimentation is that semantic rules, which 
establish the truth conditions of sentences, and logical rules, which settle 
its logical consequences, ate so strongly related that one can prove that a 
theory T requires an entity of type P among the values of its variables if 


and only if ‘4x P(x)’ is one of the logical consequences of T. In other 
words, to say that T would be false if the class P were empty is the same 


as to say that “dx P(x)’ is one of the logical consequences of T. Then, 
given that a theory ontologically commits itself to what would make it 
false if it were not among the values of its variables, we could propose 
the following alternative formulation for Quine’s criterion: 


T ontologically commits itselfto Ps | T E Ax Pi)! 


1. Though overly formal details have been avoided, some clarifications are needed to avert 
misunderstandings: (1) The expression ‘theory T’ is being used ambiguously to express both a set 
of axioms of T as well as its deductive closure, that is, the collection of T’s axioms plus all its 
logical consequences. (2) To formalise a theory in canonical notation, one uses a non-logical 
vocabulary, a set of predicate and relation symbols that are part of the theory’s sentences. Then in 
“dx P(x)’, for instance, ‘P’ is a predicate symbol of the theory’s vocabulary. I use upper case letters 
(as ‘G’) as much as words beginning with upper case letters (as ‘“Ghost’) as predicate and relation 
symbols of canonical notation. (3) A theory T is interpreted in the sense used by Quine when for 
each predicate symbol ‘P’ and relation symbol ‘R’ from its vocabulary there is an accepted 
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That means that the theory T ontologically commits itself to entities of 


type P if and only if “dx P(x)’ is one of the logical consequences of T. 
Thus, to know the ontological commitments of any theory T, it is 
enough to examine its existential affirmations; both the explicitly stated 
ones, T’s axioms, as much as those that are logical consequences of 
them. 


Slightly altered versions of this formulation have been repeatedly 
suggested in the literature by Richard Cartwright (1954), Alonzo Church 
(1958), Oswaldo Chateaubriand (1971), Mark Richard (1998), Agustin 
Rayo (2007) and Michaelis Michael (2008), among others. Quine has, 
however, always preferred to formulate his criterion in more directly 
semantic terms. Nevertheless, his agreement to this alternative 
formulation can be attested in some passages. 


Existence is what existential quantification expresses. There are things of 
kind F if and only if 4x F(x). This is as unhelpful as it is undebatable. 
(Quine, 1969a, 97) 


Now, if there are things of the type F if and only if 4x F(x), then the 
theory T assumes things of type F (ontologically commits itself to F s) if 
and only if 


a E dx F(x), that is, if “dx F(x)’ is one of the affirmations of T. 


This alternative formulation takes us back to “Designation and 
Existence”, where Quine pointed out, in the rule of existential 


criterion to judge from which things (entities) one considers true to say they are ‘Ps’ and from 
which sequence of things one considers true to say they are related according to R. Then, to each 
predicate symbol ‘P’ from the vocabulary of a theory T, an interpretation associates an extension 
given by the class of things regarded to be of P kind, that means, the extension of ‘P’ is the class 
given by the values of ‘x’ to which the interpretation considers ‘P(x)’ is true. For instance, to the 
predicate symbol ‘Blue’ an orthodox interpretation associates the class of blue things as its 
extension. (4) There are two possible readings to expressions ‘class P ’, ‘entities of type P ’ and ‘P 
s’, as they are being used. In an extensional rendering, what has been called ‘class P’ corresponds 
exactly to this extension associated with ‘P’ by a predefined interpretation. In this case, the 
‘entities of type P’ or simply the ‘P s’ are the elements of this extension, the entities (values of ‘x’ 
to which the predefined interpretation considers the predication P(x) to be true. In an intensional 
reading, otherwise, ‘class P ’, ‘type P’ or just ‘P’ refer to the proper concept (or characteristic 
function) which defines the extension of the predicate ‘P’ by the predefined interpretation. I do 
not intend to resolve this ambiguity for reasons that will be clear in the next section. (5) The 
symbol ‘ » corresponds to logical consequence. As we are in the scope of first-order classical 
logic in which the completeness theorem holds, an alternative equivalent formulation to finitely 
axiomtizable theories can be obtained substituting ‘F’ (deductive consequence) for ‘ bP. 
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generalisation, the linguistic behaviour that signals a commitment to 
existence. It also highlights what may be Quine’s most influential 
contribution to contemporary ontology: the metaontological conception 
that existence is inseparable from quantification. Any doctrine about 
being requires and binds to a particular theory of quantification. 
Therefore, different theories of quantification reflect different concepts 
of existence. 


Classical quantification theory enjoys an extraordinary combination of depth 
and simplicity, beauty and utility. [...] Deviations from it are likely, in 
contrast, to look rather arbitrary. But insofar as they exist it seems clearest 
and simplest to say that deviant concepts of existence exist along with them. 
(Quine, 1969a, 112-113) 


This link between existence and quantification is a legacy of Quine that is 
present on almost every flank of the contemporary ontological debate, 
incorporated as a methodological element accepted by philosophers with 
the most divergent views on ontology and metaphysics.’ 


4. Ontological commitment and intensionality 


The distinction between the extension and the intension of a predicate 
was already known by the medievals, and its origins go back to Aristotle. 
The extension of a predicate is composed of the things of which it is 
true, and its intension is roughly connected with its meaning. The 
extension of the predicate ‘courageous’, for instance, are the brave 
individuals, and its intension corresponds to what enables us to 
distinguish courageous individuals from those who are not. Intensions 
and extensions do not always go together. The predicates ‘being a 
rational animal’ and ‘being an animal with opposing thumb’ clearly have 
distinct meanings: what enables us to identify whether or not an animal 


1. As Branquinho (2012) points out, we can go back a little further and assign to Frege and 
Russell the origins of this linkage between existence and quantification. It was, however, Quine 
and his notion of ontological commitment that gave it its more mature expression. In David 
Chalmers et al. (2009), which is a collection of articles, there are good examples of how the link 
between existence and quantification is used and accepted by proponents of widely divergent 
positions on ontology and metaphysics. Although among these articles there are examples of 
disagreement with this thesis, as in Kit Fine’s “The question of ontology”, whose influential 
position has produced a new growing movement away from the Quinean thesis linking existence 
and quantification. In this regard see, for instance, Tuomas Tahko (2015) and Francesco Berto 
and Matteo Plebani (2015). 
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is rational is clearly different from that which allows us to determine 
whether or not it has an opposing thumb. Therefore, even though these 
two predicates have the same extension, for being true of exactly the 
same individuals, they have different intensions. 


Just as traditional mathematics and set theory are exclusively extensional 
disciplines, Quine believed that the same could be obtained in general 
theoretical discourse. He believed that we could do science and 
philosophy without the need of dealing with intensions, meanings, and 
related notions. What is more, he considered these as problematic 
notions and strove to exclude them altogether from his philosophical 
project. In “Ontology and Ideology’, from 1951, he wrote: 


[A] fundamental cleavage needs to be observed between two parts of so- 
called semantics: the theory of reference and the theory of meaning. The 
theory of reference treats of naming, denotation, extension, coextensiveness, 
values of variables, truth; the theory of meaning treats of synonymy, 
analyticity, syntheticity, entailment, intension. Now the question of the ontology of 
a theory is a question purely of the theory of reference. The question of the ideology 
of a theory, on the other hand, obviously tends to fall within the theory of 
meaning; and, insofar, it is heir to the miserable conditions, the virtual lack 
of scientific conceptualization, which characterize the theory of meaning. 
(Quine, 1951, 15) (emphasis mine) 


The theory of reference is thus the part of semantics for which the 
extensional notions are enough, which dispenses with considerations 
about the intensions of linguistic expressions. The theory of meaning, in 
turn, is the part of semantics whose understanding extrapolates reference 
and extension and requires the notions of intension, meaning, and 
analyticity, which Quine vehemently rejects as confusing and obscure. In 
“Two Dogmas of Empiricism”, from 1951, perhaps his most famous 
article, Quine (1963e) presents an eloquent critique of the notions of 
analyticity and synonymy, well according to this zest for rejecting 
intensional notions. 


In one of the earliest critical reactions to Quine’s ontological 
commitment criterion, Cartwright (1954) contests the above-highlighted 
statement, which places questions about the ontology of a theory 
exclusively within the theory of reference’s scope. In examining the 
formulations of the criterion, Cartwright noted that they employ terms 
that Quine associates with the theory of meaning. 
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Among the more than a dozen formulations Quine presented for his 
criterion, all catalogued by Chateaubriand (1971), we can choose the 
following as perhaps the most representative: 


[E]ntities of a given sort are assumed by a theory if and only if some of them 
must be counted among the values of the variables in order that the 
statements affirmed in the theory be true. (Quine, 1963b, 103) (emphasis 
mine) 
To say that entities must be the values of certain variables is the same as 
saying that it is necessary for them to be such values, and according to 
Cartwright (1954, 319), the term ‘necessary’ is as good a candidate for 
the meaning theory as the terms ‘analytical’ and ‘entailment’ are. Also, 
our alternative formulation does not escape the problem since it is not 
explicit about how we should interpret the expression ‘Ps’ in “T 
ontologically commits itself with Ps”.' Besides, it explicitly employs the 
notion of logical consequence ‘ ae whose characterization as belonging 
to the theory of meaning or reference is at least controversial 
(Etchemendy, 1990). 


Most contemporary philosophers do not share Quine’s suspicions 
against the theory of meaning and therefore do not consider the 
supposed intensional character of ontological commitment as a problem. 
Yet, being accused of disrespecting one’s own standards is one of the 
worst philosophical faults. One possible way of bringing Quine out of 
this embarrassment would be to present an extensional interpretation of 
the criterion which did not need for its formulation any intensional 
notion related to the theory of meaning. Unfortunately, this possibility 
has not been realised. Cartwright (1954), Israel Scheffler and Noam 
Chomsky (1958), Terence Parsons (1967), Michael Jubien (1972), 
Chateaubriand (2003), among others, have shown that the intelligibility 
of the notion of ontological commitment is incompatible with any 
extensional interpretation. 


The notions of intension and extension, earlier related with predicates, 
can also be defined as applying to other linguistic expressions. Just as the 
extension of a predicate are the objects of which it is true, the extension 
of a n-ary relation (or an open sentence with n free variables) are the 


1. See item (4) on page 188 footnote. 
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sequences of n objects to which the relation (or sentence) is true. The 
extension of a singular term is its reference, the object it denotes, and the 
extension of a (closed) sentence is its truth value. Two expressions 
(predicates, relations, open sentences, individual terms or closed 
sentences) will be co-extensive if they have the same extension (Hylton, 
2007, 288). 


These definitions provide a fairly objective test of whether the 
interpretation of certain expressions may be restricted to their 
extensions, which is called an extensional context, or whether the 
intelligibility of what is said requires the incorporation of the intensions 
of terms, which is known as an intensional context. The test works like 
this: if substitutions of singular terms, predicates, and relations in a 
closed sentence by coextensive singular terms, predicates, and relations 
never alter the extension of the sentence itself (its truth value), then this 
indicates an extensional context of interpretation. Otherwise, when 
substitutions of coextensive expressions can change the extension of the 
compound expression, then this shows that the understanding of what is 
said requires the use of intensional notions, which characterises an 
intensional context. 


For example, when we replace ‘Morning Star’ with the co-referential 
term ‘Evening Star’ in the true sentence, “Ancient astronomers knew that, 
besides the moon and the sun, the Morning Star was the last orb to go out of sight in 
dawn’, we get the false sentence, ‘Ancient astronomers knew that, besides the 
moon and the sun, the Evening Star was the last orb to go out of sight in dawn’. So, 
sentences that deal with knowledge claims do not pass the extensionality 
test since the substitution of co-referential terms may change the 
sentence’s truth value. This indicates that the intelligibility of knowledge 
claims requires an intensional semantic context. 


The bases of the test are both, the princaple of substitutivity salva veritate 
and the law of identity of indiscernibles.' Tf all that matters semantically are 


‘Th very general terms, the principle of substitutability of identicals establishes that identical 
things can be substituted for each other without provoking any consequence, sincebeingidentical, 
theyareinfactthesamething. And the principleof identity of indiscernibles, also known as Leibniz’s 
law, states that it is not possible for two different things to be exactly similar to each other. That 
is, distinct things need to be discernible, dissimilar in some respect. Otherwise, they were not 
distinct, but the same thing. There is a lot of disagreement about the understanding, validity and 
precise formulation of these principles. For our purposes here, given the semantic context we are 
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extensions of expressions, then expressions with the same extension 
should be semantically indistinguishable, and thus semantically identical. 
They should be substitutable without any semantical consequence. When 
this is the case, substitutions of coextensive expressions do not change 
the extension of the compound expression, which characterises 
extensional contexts. Otherwise, when replacement of coextensive 
expressions does alter the extension of the compound expression, this 
circumstance characterises a situation where expressions with the same 
extension ate not semantically identical. Then, their semantic account 
requires more than extensions. It also demands their intensions, which 
characterises intensional contexts. There is a clearly pragmatic intuition 
in the use of the test: where intensions make no difference, do not alter 
the truth or falsity of what is said, and we do not need them. They 
should only be considered part of the semantic interpretation when 
required. 


Jubien (1972) used the test of substitutability of coextensive expressions 
to show that the intelligibility of the concept of ontological commitment 
is incompatible with any extensional interpretation. Firstly, he proposed 
to treat an ontological commitment as the second term of a binary 
relation whose first term is an interpreted theory. Thus, to assert that a is 
one of the ontological commitments of the theory T is equivalent to 
affirming the following relation. 


'T assumes a 


The concept of ontological commitment will have an extensional 
interpretation if all assertions of the kind (I assumes «) respect the 
principle of substitutivity. In this case, if it is true that (I assumes «) and 


in, we can consider that the substitutability of identicals states that two expressions with identical 
semanticvalues(sense and reference) can be substituted for each other in a sentence without this 
causing the change of the semantic value (sense and truth value) of the complete sentence. The 
identity of the indiscernibles, in its turn, guarantees that if two expressions ate semantically 
indiscernible, that is, if they affect the semantic value of all sentences in which they can occur in 
exactly the same way, then their own semantic values (sense and reference) are identical. Thus 
defined, these become plausible principles, whose non-acceptance would undoubtedly require 
mote justification than the acceptance. 
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that « and 8 are coextensive, then it must also be true that (IT assumes 
B).' 

At this point, a question hitherto avoided imposes itself: what kind of 
thing can be an ontological commitment of a theory? When I say that (T 
assumes a), what is it that IT’ assumes? What is the domain of the « 
vatiable? The answer that a literal interpretation of Quine’s criterion 
gives is that the domain of « and of the variables of the theory T are the 
same. After all, Quine states that “entities of a given sort ate assumed by 


a theory if and only if some of them must be counted among the values 
of [its] variables” (Quine, 1963b, 103). 


Consider then the following two theories, each of them with only one 
existential affirmation orthodoxly interpreted: 


Des dx Unicorn(x) — (There are unicorns) 
a dy Centaur(y) — (There are centaurs) 


If ‘assumes’ is taken as a relation between theories and entities of the 
same type as the values of their variables, then, since there are neither 
centaurs nor unicorns, there is no entity among the possible values of ‘x’ 
and ‘y’ to make true the sentences of T,, and T,.. Therefore, according to 
Quine’s criterion, T,, and T, will have no ontological commitment.’ In 
general, it will not be possible for a theory to commit itself ontologically 
to what does not exist. This conclusion is, however, contrary to any 
acceptable intuition for the notion of ontological commitment. As Quine 
has repeatedly stated, “we have moved now to the question of checking 


1. Jubien’s article is much more detailed than this quick outline which, nevetheless, respects the 
general structure of Jubien’s argument, organised on the analyses of the relation ‘assumes’ and on 
the domain of its second term. 

2 Even if one wants to admit the existence of abstract entities that reify the concepts of centaur 
and unicorn, the application of predicates ‘Centaur’ and ‘Unicorn’ to these abstract entities will 
not be true. Admitting the opposite is both counterintuitive and leads to contradictions. It is 
counterintuitive because if there is, for example, an abstract entity that is the universal of the 
colour blue, precisely because it is abstract this entity has no colour, that is, it is not blue, it does 
not satisfy the predicate ‘Blue’. And it leads to contradictions only because we can conceive 
contradictory properties. If the square roundness universal is round square, then it is round and 
not round, and it is also square and not square. Therefore, if there is some abstract entity that 
reifies the concept of a unicorn, it is not itself a unicorn, but an abstract entity which, therefore, 
does not satisfy the ‘Unicorn’ predicate. Thus, even if the value of x is precisely this entity, 
Unicorn(x) will be false and therefore, under the hypothesis that the domain of the second term 
of (T assumes «) is the same as that of the variables of T, Ty and Tc will not have any ontological 
commitment. 
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not on existence, but on imputations of existence: on what a theory says 
exists” (Quine, 1969a, 93). But what a theory says exists cannot be held 
hostage to what exists. Although there are no centaurs, T; says there are, 
and therefore makes ontological commitments. 


A first possibility for solving this problem is to construe the relation 
‘assumes’ not between theories and the entities that may be values of 
their variables, but between theories and classes of these entities. Since 
the empty class is still a class, even if there are no unicorns the theory 
TU would have an ontological commitment to the empty class. The 
problem now is that there being no centaurs, the ontological 
commitments of TC would also come down to the empty class, and 
therefore TU, which only states that there are unicorns, and TC, which 
only states that there are centaurs, would nevertheless have the same 
ontological commitments, namely, the empty class. Moreover, if we call 
athe extension of the predicate ‘Unicorn’ (that is, the unicorns’ class) and 
6 the extension of ‘Centaur’ (the centaurs’ class), we have: 


Ty assumes « 
T,. assumes 8 


If we want to support that the context of the relation ‘assumes’ is 
extensional, then it must pass the test of substitutability. So, since « = 8 
= , we should be able to replace « with 8 in the above statements 
getting: 

Ty assumes 8 

T. assumes « 


The principle of substitutability of identicals forces us to accept that Ty, 
which only states there are unicorns, ontologically commits itself to 
centaurs and T., which only states there are centaurs, ontologically 
commits itself to unicorns. Reasoning in the same way we can conclude 
that T,, and T, also are ontologically committed to Pegasus, Count 
Dracula, phlogiston, and anything other theories wrongly claim to exist. 
In general, under the hypothesis that the second term of the relation 
assumed varies over classes of entities that may be the values of 
variables, all theories that affirm the existence of something that does 
not exist share some of their ontological commitments. Again, all these 
conclusions contradict the intuition that the ontological commitments of 
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a theory should depend exclusively on what it claims exists, not on what 
exists or on what other theories claim to exist. This leads to the 
conclusion that the relation ‘assumes’ does not respect the 
substitutability of identicals, and thus does not pass the test either when 
we consider that its second term varies over classes of entities that may 
be values of the theory’s variables. 


If ontological commitments can neither be the entities that are the values 
of the theories’ variables, nor classes of them, what are they? Concepts? 
Ideas? Attributes? UniversalsP Abstract particulars? Linguistic 
expressions (terms) that do not designate? According to Jubien (1972, 
384), the adoption of any of these candidates and the “abandoning [of] 
the idea of a relation between theories and entities or classes forces us in 
the direction of intensionality”. After all, what distinguishes centaurs 
from unicorns is, precisely, what differentiates the ontological 
commitments of T,; and T,. But we have seen that this distinction lies 
not in the entities (or their classes), which are centaurs and unicorns, for 
which the predicates ‘Centaur’ and ‘Unicorn’ apply. So, it seems fair to 
say that the distinction between centaurs and unicorns is conceptual, 
intensional. It is not in the things that are centaurs or unicorns but in the 
concept of being a centaur or being a unicorn. This is the “direction of 
intensionality”’. 


Furthermore, it does not matter our ontological categorization for this I 
am calling a concept. We can treat it as something mental, and insert it 
within the scope of meanings, ideas, intentions; we can treat it as a 
linguistic term which belongs to some formalisation, as the lambda 
calculus, or some semantic theory. We can even reify the concepts of 
being a centaur and being a unicorn, attaching them to some sort of 
abstract entity. All these possibilities are open to exploitation and may 
result in quite distinct and interesting approaches to ontological 
commitments. All these approaches, however, will be intensional 
because none of the candidates for the second term of the relation 
‘assumes’ capable of explaining what differentiates centaurs from 
unicorns will respect the principle of substitutability of identicals. Since 
there are no centaurs and unicorns, the things that are centaurs and 
unicorns are identical, but what T. commits to when it only assumes 
centaurs cannot be identical to what Ti, commits to when it only 
assumes unicorns. According to Jubien, “ijt is in just this sense that 
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commitment is asserted to be intensional: substitutivity of codesignative 
expressions in the second position of the locution “I assumes «’ fails” 
(Jubien, 1972, 384). 


To sustain that ontological commitment is an intensional notion can 
show some incoherence in Quine’s philosophy inasmuch as he always 
defended its extensionality. But it is neither an objection to the idea of 
ontological commitment nor a criticism of the criterion itself. It is rather 
a clarification and a characterization of it. Church, for example, in his 
1958 paper, “Ontological Commitment’, defends both, the importance 
of the notion of ontological commitment and its intensional character. 
On its importance, he states that “no discussion of an ontological 
question [...] can be regarded as intelligible unless it obeys a definite 
criterion of ontological commitment.” (Church, 1958, 1012). And he 
shows examples from Alfred Ayer, Gilbert Ryle and Arthur Pap of 
ontological positions which are incoherent and unintelligible precisely 
because they do not respect any notion of ontological commitment. On 
the intensionality of ontological commitments, he restrains itself to a 
footnote: 


I remark in passing that ontological commitment is an intensional notion, in 
the sense that ontological commitment must be to a class concept rather 
than a class. For example, ontological commitment to unicorns is evidently 
not the same as ontological commitment to purple cows, even if by chance 
the two classes are both empty and therefore identical. (Church, 1958, 
1013-1014 (note 3)) 


The intensionality of the notion of ontological commitment is now 
considered a decided question, with Cartwright (1954) and Scheffler and 
Chomsky (1958) being the obligatory references. See, for example, 
Humphries (1980, 164), Chateaubriand (2003, 47-49), Rayo (2007, 432) 
and Howard Peacock (2011, 89). It is worth noticing that in addition to 
some unsuccessful attempts to reformulate the criterion in an explicitly 
extensional way, Quine himself never responded directly to these 
accusations of intensionality. 


5. Objections and replies 


Over the years, the notion of ontological commitment has played a 
prominent role in the analytical tradition of philosophy. To the same 
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extent, however, that Quinean metaontology has gained recognition and 

importance, several specific aspects of his criterion have received 

criticisms and objections, a few of which will be briefly discussed in this 
1 

section. 


5.1 Alston, Searle and the relationship between ontology and 
language 


A very common type of objection, first made by William Alston (1958) 
and then by many others, such as John Searle (1969), Michael Hodges 
(1972), Frank Jackson (1980), Jill Humphries (1980) and Hans-Johann 
Glock (2002) addresses the linguistic and formal aspect of Quine’s 
proposal. These authors consider it is inadmissible that paraphrase or 
regimentation can solve substantive ontological questions. Alston, for 
instance, analyses several pairs of sentences where the second one 
supposedly avoids the ontological commitments of the first, such as: 


There is a possibility that James will come. (9) 
The statement that James will come is not certainly false. (10) 


Then he states: 


whether a man admits (asserts) the existence of possibilities depends on 
what statement he makes, not on what sentence he uses to make that 
statement. [...] It is a question of what he says, not of how he says it. Hence 
he cannot repudiate his admission by simply changing his words. (Alston, 
1958, 13) 


According to Alston, if (10) says the same as (9), then either both 
commit themselves to the existence of possibilities or none commits. 
Our ontological commitments should depend only on what we say and 
not on how we say it. 


Criticisms of this nature, however, are grounded in a false supposition 
that ontological reduction via paraphrase and regimentation demands 
synonymy. Regimentation in canonical notation requires choices on how 


1. A theme so controversial and central to multiple areas of philosophy, with a constant presence 
in the literature for more than 70 years, surely deserves a less arbitrary an incomplete cut than the 
one done by the few objections here addressed. Nevertheless, among the objections with which I 
became aware, I chose to include those whose treatment I thought would contribute to 
deepening the understanding of the notion of ontological commitment and would highlight its 
connections with language, semantics, logic and metaphysics. 
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to solve the many ambiguities of natural language discourse, some of 
which are related to ontology. (10) and (9) may not be entirely clear 
regarding the ontology they assume, but if (9’) and (10’) are canonical 
regimented versions of (9) and (10) respectively and if the truth of (9’) 
depends on one of its variables having a possibility as its value while the 
truth of (10’) does not, then (9’) and (10”) are not only distinct sentences, 
they also make different statements. They are not synonyms. One of 
them (9’) commits to the existence of probabilities, while the other (10”) 
does not. Any ontological reduction, like the one from (9”) to (10’) shall 
be accepted whenever the ontological entity reduced is not essential to 
the communication intended. It is not the case, as Alston claims, of 
saying the same thing in two different ways, but of saying different 
things. It is the case of having said more when one could have said less. ' 


Among other authors who raise this same kind of objection, Searle 
(1969) deserves to be highlighted due to his influence and for having 
advanced one more step beyond Alston’s criticism. 


I want now [...] to attack the whole notion of a purely objective or notational 
criterion of ontological commitment by showing that if we really take it 
seriously we can show that any ontological commitment you like is only 
apparent simply by paraphrasing it. (Searle, 1969, 109) 


1. I refrain from presenting (9’) and (10°), the regimented versions of (9) and (10) in canonical 
notation, as this would involve making decisions on how to refer to propositions and sentences 
in a first-order language, which is a polemical issue that would divert our attention. The same 
point, however, can be exemplified more easily by the sentence 


Some dogs are white. (11) 
presented by Quine (1963b, 113). (11) can be regimented in first-order language either by 
Ax (Dog(x) A White(x)) (12) 


ot by 

dx ly (Dogness(y) A Wz (Dogness(z) > (y = z)) Ax € y) (13) 

A Az (Whiteness(z) A V w (Whiteness(w) — (z = w)) A x € z)) 
which is only a version in pure canonical notation, without individual constants, of sentence 
J x (x € dogness A x € whiteness) 

The value of ‘x’, the only variable of (12), required for its truth is an individual who satisfies the 
property of being a dog and, also, the property of being white. But for (13) to be true, the 
variable ‘y’ must have the very property of dogness as its value, and the value of ‘z’ must be the 
property of whiteness. So even though (12) and (13) are regimented versions of the same 
sentence (11), they are not synonymous, they do not make the same statement. They make 
different claims with different ontological commitments. (13) commits itself to the existence of 
properties (formalised extensionally as sets) while (12) does not. 
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Searle then proposes two definitions:! 


‘K’: the conjunction of all scientific knowledge 
‘P’: P(x) =ar (x = thispen) AK 


and presents the following proof:? 


1 K (hypothesis) 

2 a thispen = thispen (= introduction) 

3 (thispen = thispen) A K (A introduction in 1 and 2) 
4 P(thispen) (definition of P in 3) 

5 dx P(x) i introduction in 4) 


Searle claims this proves that the only ontological commitment of all 
scientific knowledge is this pen. As his proof depends neither on the 
sentences that ‘K’ abbreviates, nor on the reference of the name ‘thispen’ 
then, if Searle is right, with this argument we can, as we wish, either 
eliminate or assign any ontological commitment to any theory. This 
constitutes a reductio ad absurdum of the criterion (Searle, 1969, 110). 


At first sight it may seem that Searle is right. After all, an assertion of “dx 
P(x)’ is an assertion of the conjuntction of all scicentific knowledge (K) 
together with the affirmation of the existence of something identical to 
this pen. Yet, the only value that ‘x’ seems to have in order to ‘Ax P(x)’ to 
be true is this pen (the reference of the name ‘thispen’). Hence, 
according to Quine’s criterion, ‘dx P(x)’ seems to commit itself only to 
this pen. Nevertheless, there is a glaring fault in Searle’s argument. A way 
to show it is through the following proof: 


1 dx P(x) (hypothesis) 
2 dx ((x = thispen) A kK) (definition of P in 1) 


1. Searle ignores that there is no individual constant in Quinean canonical notation and builds his 
argument with the help of the name ‘thispen’. This fact, however, is not an essential issue, 
because the same argument could be produced without using names. 

2.Searle’s proof and the next one were formalized here in Fitch’s style natural deduction 
according to the rules of Jon Barwise et al. (1999, 557). 
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3 |a (a = thispen) AK (suposition) 
4 K (A elimination in 3) 
a K (4 elimination in 2 and 3- 


Whoever uses the sentence “4x P(x)’ to assert all scientific knowledge 
must hold the definition of ‘P’ Searle gives and, therefore, also has also 
to accept the above proof, which points out that ‘K’, the conjunction of 
all scientific knowledge, is a logical consequence of ‘dx P(x)’. Searle 
seems to have forgotten that theories rather than sentences have 
ontological commitments. Viewed as a theory, “dx P(x)’ will have, 
besides the ontological commitment to this pen, which the sentence 
itself makes explicit, all the ontological commitments of its logical 
consequences. Consequently, the above proof shows that ‘4x P(x)’ will 
have the same ontological commitments as ‘K’ and one more, to with 
this pen. Thus, there is no elimination of ontological commitment, but 
only a single and non gratuitous addition, as “4x P(x)’ says, in fact, more 
than ‘K’. In addition to stating the conjunction of all scientific 
knowledge, it also states that this pen exists. 


A different and less important question is to know what exactly the 
ontological commitments of ‘K’ are. Searle (1969, 109) only says that 
“K is an abbreviation for (the conjunction of statements which state) all 
existing scientific knowledge.” Now if he wants to criticise Quine’s 
criterion, then he must show that its use, which demands regimentation 
on canonical notation, is in some sense problematic. Surely there will be 
obvious difficulties in any attempt to regiment all scientific knowledge 
into one single formal theory and in taking the conjunction of all its 
axioms. Nonetheless, this is irrelevant to both Searle’s argument and my 
criticism of it, because neither Searle’s attack to Quine’s criterion nor my 
defence of it relies on ‘K’’s constitution. Independently of what the 
ontological commitments of ‘K’ are and of how well they represent the 
ontological commitments of all scientific knowledge, Searle’s argument 
would be successful if he had shown that his construction of ak 
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P(x)’ cancels all the ontological commitments of ‘K’, replacing them with 
a single one. We have seen, nevertheless, that this is not the case.' 


5.2 Rayo and the problem of extrinsic properties 


Rayo (2007, 428) defines the truth conditions of a sentence “as demands 
that the truth of the sentence imposes on the world’, and defines 
ontological commitments as a part or aspect of the sentence’s truth 
conditions. Among the demands that the sentence’s truth imposes on 
the world, the ontological commitments will be those concerned with 
ontology, with what exists. Given this definition, Rayo then presents the 
following objection to Quine’s criterion. 


Quine’s criterion can undergenerate when the language contains atomic 
predicates expressing extrinsic properties. Part of what is to be a daughter is 
to have a parent. So, the truth of ‘dx Daughter(x)’ demands of the world 
that there be parents. But parents needn’t be counted amongst the values of 
the variables in order for “dx.Daughter(x)’ to be true. (Rayo, 2007, 431-— 
432) 


This is a very interesting criticism, bringing up profound issues with 
regard metaphysics and its relations with epistemology, semantics and 
language. The objection is quite straightforward. The only entities 


needed as values of ‘x’ for the truth of ‘dx Daughter(x)’ are daughters. 


Then, according to Quine’s criterion, ‘4x Daughter(x)’ ontologically 
commits to daughters only. Yet, there can be no daughters where there 
are no parents. So it may seem that one of the ontological demands the 


truth of “ax Daughter (x)’ imposes on the world is that there be parents. 
Then, given Rayo’s definition, “dx Daughter(x)’ also commits to the 


1. Though faulty, Searle’s objection remains influential. Michael (2008) and Peacock (2011), for 
instance, ground their rejection of Quine’s criterion on slightly altered but equally wrong versions 
of Searle’s argument. For a much more detailed analysis of Searle’s criticism, see Chateaubriand 
(1971, 39-47). 

2. Rayo also points out some limitations of Quine’s criterion mainly related to the narrow 
expressiveness of canonical notation and formulates some expanded versions of it applicable to 
more expressive formal languages, such as one for languages with plural quantification and 
another for languages with modal operators of necessity and possibility. More than criticisms, 
these proposals are advancements of Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment to broader 
contexts than its original focus, which was scientific theories. Yet, Rayo himself admits that these 
expansions remain susceptible to his objection of extrinsic property (Rayo, 2007, 438). 
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existence of parents and thus has more ontological commitments than 
Quine’s criterion can tell. 


Let’s begin by noting that the problem of extrinsic properties, if it affects 
Quine’s criterion at all, does so much less often than it may seem at first 
sight. The main reason for this is that Quine, unlike Rayo, sees theories, 
not sentences, as the bearers of ontological commitment. We have 
already quoted one of the formulations of his criterion that states it 
explicitly: 


[E]ntities of a given sort are assumed by a theory if and only if some of them 
must be counted among the values of the variables in order that the 
statements affirmed in the theory be true. (Quine, 1963b, 103) (emphasis 
mine) 


It seems common sense to expect that the more a property (extrinsic or 
not) is closely associated with a predicate, the more likely that property 
will be explicitly addressed by any reasonable theory dealing with the 
predicate. As the property of having parents is strongly associated with 
the predicate ‘being a daughter’, most of the comprehensible theories 
ontologically committed to daughters, where ‘dx Daughter(x)’ is one of 
their sentences, will also be committed to parents, and will have the 
sentence ‘4x Parent(x)’ or some equivalent form of it as one of their 
sentences. As a result, most theoretical contexts that commit us to 
daughters also commit us to parents, avoiding the problem of extrinsic 
properties. 


But how strongly associated are daughters and parents? Rayo simply 
treats the need of parents for the existence of daughters as a triviality, 
but it is not clear if he treats it as an analytic or a synthetic (factual) 
triviality. If it is an analytic triviality, then to have a parent is part of the 
very meaning of being a daughter and for that reason, any theory dealing 
with daughters but not with parents is not only unreasonable but 
meaningless. So, in the case where a predicate is analytically attached to 
its extrinsic properties, Quine’s criterion, understood as having theories 
as the bearers of ontological commitments, does not suffer from the 
problem of extrinsic properties at all, because there would never be any 
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meaningful theory dealing with the predicate but not with its analytically 
related propetties.' 


Yet what if the main and the extrinsic properties of a predicate are 
factually (synthetically) associated? Probably this is not how Rayo 
understands the problem, but as we have already answered the criticism 
otherwise, the exploration of this angle will give us an opportunity to 
better understand the notion of ontological commitment. Besides, if we 
accept the arguments Quine gives in “Iwo Dogmas of Empiricism’, 
there is no meaning independent of facts, there is no analyticity. The 
border marking where the meaning of ‘daughter’ ends and the facts 
about daughters begin is not as sharp as it may seem. Thus, accepting or 
not Quine’s arguments, there is room for examining the hypothesis that 
to have a parent is not part of the meaning of being a daughter, but it is a 
fact about daughters. If so, then it is possible to have meaningful, though 
unreasonable, theories where there are daughters but no parents. 


Furthermore, what can we say of less obvious ontological demands the 
truth of a sentence imposes on the world? One might argue, for instance, 
that one of the ontological demands that the truth of ‘dx Daughter(x)’ 
imposes on the world is that the sun exists. Part of what it is to be a 
daughter is that there is a sun because without the sun we would die or 
not even have existed at all, and therefore there would be no daughters. 
For there to be daughters, there must be the sun. Even mote so, 
someone could argue that a fundamental part of what is to be a daughter 
is to have grandparents, since without grandparents there are no parents 
and without parents there are no daughters. The existence of daughters, 
then, seems to demand, in addition to parents, that there be 
grandparents; but it seems also to demand that there be couples, at least 
for a certain period of time necessary to start the production of 
daughters; that there be females, since all daughters are females; that 
there be males, because they are still needed to produce daughters; that 
there be species, because couples with physiologically very different 
members do not produce daughters; that there be life, because only 


1. Rayo’s agreement with this interpretation becomes more evident in a later work (Rayo, 2013), 
where he developed the idea of the operator “just is” in which the predicate ‘Daughter’ could fit 
according to the definition: “for there to be a daughter just is to have parents”. If this definition 
is accepted, then having parents is part of the very meaning of what is a daughter and therefore 
daughters and parents ate analytically related. 
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living beings can be daughters; and that there be the sun, because 
without the sun there would be no life and no daughters. 


Between the obviousness of having parents and the strangeness of being 
under the sun as demands the truth of “4x Daughter(x)’ imposes on the 
world, there is a potentially infinite array of candidates. How can we deal 
with all of them? Which ones are reasonable and which ones are not? 
The list above is only a tiny sample, and the knowledge of all such 
demands would require us to be omniscient. Nevertheless, despite our 
lack of omniscience, we can correctly judge ‘4x Daughter(x)’ as a true 
sentence, and we also can produce numerous good theories that deal 
with daughters and connect them with many of the supposed demands 
the truth of ‘dx Daughter(x)’ imposes on the world. 


To better address this situation, we must temember that the main reason 
why Quine devised the concept of ontological commitment was to yield 
a neutral instrument for the ontological debate. Quine wanted to show 
that it is possible to meaningfully state that a specific supposed entity 
does not exist, without thereby making any commitment to the very 
entity whose existence is being denied. He wanted to cut off Plato’s 


beard (Quine, 1963d, 1-2). 


As we have already noted in Section Four, to fulfil this role, the notion 
of ontological commitment must be versatile enough to make intelligible 
a statement such as: 


A theory T is ontologically committed to Ps, (14) 
but Ps do not exist. 


It turns out that for claims like (14) to be intelligible, the ontological 
commitments of a theory T cannot be limited to what is in the world 
since T' can be ontologically committed to what does not exist. 


An extrinsic property of something is one that depends on a larger whole 
than the thing itself (Marshall and Weatherson, 2018). So, when Rayo 
states that 
‘4x Daughter(x)’ ontologically commits to parents because to have a 
parent is an extrinsic property of being a daughter, he is appealing to a 
larger whole that contains daughters as a part of it. Under the hypothesis 
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we ate analysing that the need of parents is factually related to the 
existence of daughters, this larger whole must be the actual world. Given 
the way the world is, there can be no daughters without parents. But 
then, the notion of ontological commitment is being subjected to how 
the world is, to what exists. Therefore, it cannot provide intelligibility to 
(14) and thus becomes irrelevant, unable to fulfil its fundamental role of 
being a neutral instrument for the ontological debate. 


The demands the truth of a sentence imposes on the world and, among 
them, its ontological commitments, cannot represent a submission of the 
sentence to the way the world is, but must be an imposition on the 
world, a description of how the world should be for the sentence to be 
true. If the ontological commitments of a sentence were subjected to the 
way the world is, then the sentence could not commit ontologically to 
what does not exist, and the notion of ontological commitment would 
thus lose all its relevance and functionality. 


It is worth noting that this mistake is the same one that Quine himself 
made. There is no problem with Rayo’s definition of ontological 
commitment. It can even be understood as equivalent to that of Quine. 
The problem begins when one mistakenly interprets it extensionally. The 
ontological demands that the truth of a sentence imposes on the world 
should not be sought in the world because they are not part of it. They 
correspond to what the world would be like if the sentence were true. 
Therefore, they are not things, extensions, but concepts, intensions. 
After all, being demands, they are impositions on the way the world 
needs to be for the sentence to be true. So, Rayo’s criterion also relies on 
the notion of necessity and, as showed in Section Four, is for that reason 
intensional. 


If they are not in the world, where are the ontological demands? Where 
should we look for them? If we turn, for example, to the above- 
suggested list of demands that the truth of ‘dx Daughter(x)’ seems to 
impose on the world: parents, grandparents, couples, females, males, 
biological species, life and the sun; how can we decide which ones are 
reasonable and which ones are not? 


Quine himself indicated the answer, though he did not respect his own 
statement. As we have already mentioned, an ontological commitment is 
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“checking not on existence, but on imputations of existence: on what a 
theory says exist” (Quine, 1969a, 93). Being intensional and conceptual, 
the demands that the truth of a sentence imposes on the world are not 
factual but theoretical. We must, therefore, look for them in the theories 
we hold. Hence, the only boundary between what is and what is not 
reasonable to count as a demand that the truth of A imposes on the 
world must be given by some theory of which A is one of the sentences. 
It doesn’t matter if, given the way the world is, there can be no daughters 
without there being parents. It will be reasonable to consider the 
existence of parents as a demand the truth of ‘dx Daughter(x)’ imposes 
on the world only if we accept a theory T which states the existence of 
both daughters and parents. 


The most common way to understand a theory is through a linguistic 
characterisation. Given a finite set T of axioms, a theory will be its 
deductive closure, that is, the set of all sentences B such that T E B. 
Then we could say that given a sentence A of some theory T (where T 
A) the reasonable demands that the truth of A imposes on the world are 
precisely all other sentences of T, that is, all sentences B such that T E B. 
Among these demands, the ontological commitments will be the 
existential affirmations, sentences with the form ‘4x F(x)’ such that T E 
dx F(x). And this is exactly the alternative formulation of Quine’s 
criterion presented in Section Three. 


But there is also a model-theoretical way of characterising a theory. A 
model for a set T of sentences is an interpretation of the vocabulary in T 
that renders true all sentences of T. In a model-theoretic reading, the 
notation “T E A’ means that all models of T are also models of A. It 
means that all interpretations in which all sentences of T are true also 
render A true. An arbitrary model for T may render true more sentences 
than T’s deductive closure (the As such that T E A) and for that reason 
does not characterize T. Now let M be the intersection of all models of T. 
It’s clear that M renders true all and only the sentences A such that T E 
A, and hence it does characterise the theory T, being its minimal model. 
M has no leftovers. We cannot take anything out of it, under the penalty 
of rendering false some sentence of T. All elements of M’s domain are, 
then, entities that must be among the values of the variables of the 
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sentences of T for them to be true. And this is exactly the original 
formulation of Quine’s criterion.' 


In a linguistic characterisation, a theory is a set of sentences, the 
deductive closure of a finite set T of axioms, and the ontological 
commitments are the existential affirmations in it. Then, under such a 
linguistic characterisation, to say that T is ontologically committed to 
daughters is just a more informal way of saying that T E dx Daughter(x). 
Whereas in a model-theoretic characterisation, a theory is the 
intersection of all models of T, its minimal model m. All demands that 
the truth of T’s sentences imposes on the world are given by the several 


attributes of M. In particular, the ontological commitments of T are the 


elements in Ms domain. When T E dx Daughter(x), some of the 
elements of M’s domain, the ones in the extension of ‘Daughter’, are 
required to make the sentence “4x Daughter(x)’ true. Others are not, but 
they are in Ms domain because they are required to render others 
sentences of T true and correspond to the ontological demands of the 
extrinsic properties of ‘Daughter’, that are given by T. 


We cannot forget, however, as Quine unfortunately did, that there are no 
daughters in the extension of ‘Daughter’. The elements of the minimal 
model’s domain, the ontological commitments, are not that part of the 
world to which the predicates and relations of the language refer when 
literally interpreted. They are not the things themselves, the daughters, 
but just conceptual representations of them that do not depend on how 
the world is. It is precisely for this reason that we say that the ontological 
commitments are not factual, but theoretical. They are not extensional 
things of the actual world, but intensional concepts that belong to a 
model-theoretic characterisation of a theory.” 


1. Model-theoretic interpretations are merely formal devices, so that the nature of the elements of 
their domains has no interference over which sentences will be true and which will be false. Two 
isomorphic models, for which there is a bijection between their domains that preserves the 
extensions of predicates and relations are, for all semantic effects, the same model. We can then 
consider without any loss that the minimal model’s domain is obtained by the intersection of 
bijections of all models’ domains of a theory T which are sets of elements of the same nature, 
such as cardinal numbers, for example. 

2. See note 2 on page 194. 
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These two different ways of characterising theories help us to see both 
that the two versions of Quine’s criterion are equivalent, as much as that 
both are also equivalent to Rayo’s definition, which was made in terms 
of truth conditions. Still, we can ask ourselves. Why are the demands that 
the truth of a sentence imposes on the world a theoretical rather than 
factual matter? How can the truth conditions of a sentence be 
independent of the actual world? Is not the world itself and the way it is 
the best arbiter to establish the truth conditions of a sentence? These are 
delicate questions whose proper treatment would require a depth and 
extension incompatible with this text. Below there is but a brief 
indication of what is involved in the answer. 


A banal though fundamental fact, which often goes unnoticed, is that 
sentences are not always true. They can also be false. But what does it 
mean to say that a sentence A is false? In Rayo’s terms, it means to say 
that the world does not supply the demands that A’s truth imposes upon 
it. But then, to recognise that a sentence A is false, we must be able to 
know how the world would be if it were true and find that it is not so. 
Therefore, the way the world would be, if sentence A were true, must be 
available to us in a way that is independent of the way the world is, so 
that we can make the comparison and verify the truth or falsity of the 
sentence. 


This availability regardless of how the world is requires the notion of 
meaning or sense. The terms present in a sentence A, besides being able 
to have a reference in the world, also have a meaning or sense. The 
complete sentence also has a sense that can be understood as what we 
are calling the way the world would be if the sentence were true, and 
which Rayo called the demands that the truth of the sentence imposes 
on the world, its truth conditions. So, the sentence’s truth conditions, its 
sense, does not depend on the world. For if it so depended, we would be 
unable to identify false sentences. And if it does not depend on the 
world, the sense must be given by what is present in the sentence. 
Therefore, the sense attached to a sentence is limited to its vocabulary. 
The sense of ‘dx Daughter(x)’, for example, cannot involve more than 
daughters. But how then do we relate daughters to parents, grandparents, 
couples, biological species, females, males, life, and the sun? We do this 
through our theories. Whether interpreted linguistically or model- 
theoretically, theories contain related sentences, and so they relate 
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different senses. In doing so, they express more detailed and complete 
images of how the world would be if all their sentences were true. 
Different theories about daughters will include different elements and 
will make different connections. Some of them would involve only 
daughters. Others, more commonly, will include parents, grandparents, 
couples, and some could even include the sun. What will give the limits 
to what is and what is not among the demands the truth of ‘dx 
Daughter(x)’ imposes on the world are, then, the theories of which ‘4x 
Daughter(x)’ is a sentence. 


Summing up, Rayo missed the point when he changed the bearer of 
ontological commitments from theories to sentences, and we remained 
mistaken when tried to save his criticism throughout an extensional 
understanding of his definition, looking for the ontological commitments 
in the actual world. Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment does 
not suffer any problem of extrinsic properties just because the truth 
conditions of a sentence, the demands its truth imposes on the world, 
are not facts of the world, but conceptual senses enclosed in the 
sentence and in some theory containing it. 


5.3 Azzouni and the alternative predicates of existence 


Another type of objection to Quine’s criterion that is worth dealing with 
is the alleged absence of standards for judging alternative ontological 
commitment criteria when they are based on alternative concepts of 
existence. Interested in defending a deflationary position that considers 
questions about ontology as philosophically indeterminate, especially in 
philosophy of mathematics, Jody Azzouni (1998) presents a critique of 
the debate on the Quine-Putnam indispensability thesis, which states that 
“if one’s best scientific (physical) theory requires existential 
quantification over certain entities, the one is ontologicallly committed to 
such entities” (Azzouni, 1998, 1). 


As our best scientific theories require existential quantification over 
various mathematical entities, then by endorsing such theories we 
ontologically commit to these entities. The thesis of indispensability is 
based both on the notion of ontological commitment and on Quine’s 
very criterion since it assumes that any theory we stand ontologically 
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commits us as well as that these ontological commitments express 
themselves in existential quantifications. 


Azzouni, as we did in the Introduction, also considets that distinct 
concepts of existence, which he calls criteria for what exists (CWE) 
demand different criteria of ontological commitment, which he calls 
criteria for recognising what a discourse commits us to (CRD). Among 
examples of alternative CWEs are concreteness, space-temporality, 
causal efficacy, sensory constituency, or whatever we take as the hallmark 
of existence. Different metaphysical conceptions on what it means to 
exist will give different CWEs. 


Azzouni, then, states that Quine did not give any CWE, but only a CRD. 
He also says that even if we accept the first-order canonical 
regimentation Quine requites, we still can question the role that the 
existential quantifier plays as the formal resource responsible for 
attributing ontological commitment to the values of variables. We can, 
instead, use the alternative CWE we favour to create a predicate of 
existence, such as ‘Concrete’ or ‘CausallyEffective’ and give to this 
predicate the responsibility of attributing ontological commitment to the 
values of variables. Existence, then, would cease to be what the 
existential quantifier expresses and would become what the chosen 
predicate of existence expresses. To do this is to change the very 
criterion of ontological commitment. 


According to Azzouni, alternative criteria of ontological commitment so 
constructed would be as legitimate as Quine’s criterion, because there 
would be no rational ground for deciding among rival criteria. Each one 
would be equally adequate for pointing out the ontological commitments 
given by the concept of existence from which it originates. Therefore, 
the thesis of indispensability would lose its strength, because even there 
being an agreement on which are our best scientific theories, different 
criteria of ontological commitment, built according to distinct concepts 
of existence, would point out distinct entities as indispensable. Where 
there is no accotdance on what it means to exist, there is also no 
agreement on what is indispensable to exist. 


There is, however, an asymmetry between the logical role of quantifiers 
and the role of predicates which helps us to realize that Azzouni is 


211 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglS./] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


wrong when he claims that there are as good reasons to justify Quine’s 
criterion as to justify any other one based upon a predicate of existence. 
This asymmetry consists of the fact that the first-order quantifiers (4 and 
V) legislate on first-order predicates and relations, and on the entities that 
can satisfy them by imposing obligations and prohibitions. 


Suppose, for example, I adopt the doctrine that equates being to causal 
efficacy and take the predicate ‘CausallyEffective’ as a predicate of 
existence. Then, paraphrasing Quine, I affirm that existence is what the 
predicate ‘CausallyEffective’ expresses, that an entity x exists if and only 
if CausallyEffective(x). If I also adopt canonical notation and classical 
logic as formal resources to deal with my theories, then I will be forced 
to accept constraints imposed on everything that exists, independently of 
any considerations on causal efficacy. These constraints are obligations 
and prohibitions imposed by the quantifiers and their logical rules, and 
no predicate (of existence or not) can interfere with them. If I, for 
example, consider that ‘god’ exists, precisely by judging that 
‘CausallyEffective(god)’ is true, then, given any property ‘F’, ‘god’ and 
any entity I consider exists is obliged to satisfy or not satisfy ‘TF’. This 
obligation is in effect for ‘god’ regardless of any considerations we make 
about its causal efficacy. It is in effect for ‘god’ and for everything else 
simply because ‘Vx (F(x) V 7F(x))’ is a logical truth. And there are not 
only obligations, but also prohibitions which are imposed on ‘god’, upon 
which no consideration of his causal efficacy will have the slightest 
influence. It is forbidden to ‘god’ satisfying and not satisfying a property 
‘F’ simply because “74x (F(x) A “F(x))’ is also a logical truth. 


To give a somewhat less obvious example, I once heard a lecture by 
Nathan Salmon in which he demonstrated that the barber from the 
barber’s paradox, the one who shaves all and only those who do not 
shave themselves, does not exist. And he did not come to this 
conclusion by any consideration of causal efficacy. He came to it simply 
by noting that the sentence “74x Wy (R(x, y) < “RV, y))’ ts a logical 
truth which he called Russell’s law. Then, the sentence ‘74xVWy 
(Shaves(x,y)<? “Shaves(y,y))’, which asserts the non-existence of such a 
barber and is an instance of Russell’s law, is also a classical first-order 
theorem. This well illustrates how existence is under the jurisdiction of 
quantificational theorems of logic despite all other considerations. 
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Quantifiers impose obligations and prohibitions that regulate existence 
in a way that escapes any concept of existence that has been formalised 
as a predicate. The divergence in the way that classical and constructivist 
mathematicians conceive the existence of mathematical entities, for 
example, demanded of the latter more than an alternative predicate of 
existence. It required an alternative logic, the intuitionistic logic, which is 
rebellious and does not accept, among others, the obligation expressed 
by ‘Vx (F(x) V 7F(x))’. The mode of being of the entities of constructivist 
mathematics is different from the mode of being of the entities of 
classical mathematics simply because their quantifiers are different and 
obey different logical rules. In the following passage Quine is quite 
explicit in this regard: 


The intuitionist has a different doctrine of being from mine, as he has a 
different quantification theory; and that I am simply at odds with the 
intuitionist on the one as on the other. (Quine, 1969a, 108) ! 


Church also holds a similar point of view: 


[I]hose philosophers who speak of “existence”, “reality”, and the like are to 
be understood as meaning the existential quantifier [...] The justification is 
that no other reasonable meaning of “existence” has ever been provided. 


(Church, 1958, 1014) 


The moral of the story is that if Azzouni wants to propose alternative 
criteria of ontological commitment based on alternative concepts of 
existence, it is not enough to introduce new predicates of existence. He 
needs alternative logics. It is necessary to present the logical behaviour of 
these concepts of existence, that is, to translate them into coherent 
logical rules expressing the restrictions, obligations and prohibitions that 
these conceptions of existence impose on beings. Azzouni errs when he 
says that Quine did not offer a criterion for what exists (CWE). He did 
propose one. It is his referential doctrine of being, for which there is no 
better characterisation than the restrictions that the quantificational 
theorems of classical logic impose on everything that exists. Any 
alternative CWE which rejects some aspect of Quine’s referential 
doctrine of being must also reject some aspect of the logic it favours. 
And we can disagree with Quine in many ways. Intuitionistic logic is just 


1. See also the page 139 (Quine, 1969a, 112-113). 
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one of them. There are modal logics, second-order logic, free logics, 
relevant logics, paraconsistent logics, and so on. Whenever we choose to 
use a deviant logic instead of the classical one, we are not only changing 
our standard of inference but also adopting a different CWE and a 
different doctrine of being. 


All these possibilities, far from deflating ontology, as Azzouni wanted, 
represent on the contrary the recognition of its fundamental importance. 
After all, if different doctrines of being demand different theories of 
quantification and different logics, then our decisions on what it means 
to exist will influence all other issues we reason about. If instead of just a 
single predicate of existence, different CWEs were related to distinct 
logics, then the standard to decide among the alternative concepts of 
existence and indispensable entities, which Azzouni judged to be non- 
existent, would be available. It would be provided by a comparison of 
how the divergent approaches to logical validity given by those distinct 
logics are adequate to facts and our discourses. 


6. Quantification, extensionality and naturalism 


I would like to conclude this article reflecting on some of the most 
controversial aspects of Quine’s approach to ontological commitments, 
seeking to clarify specific points that help the understanding of a few of 
his polemical positions. 


Two of the most fundamental Quinean meta-ontological theses, which 
according to Peter van Inwagen (2009), became methodological 
foundations of an entire tradition, state that: 


Existence is univocal. (15) 


The single sense of existence is adequately captured by the existential 
quantifier. 


(16) 


Now, if existence is univocal, then there are no different ways of being. 
Anything that exists does it in precisely the same sense as anything else. 
If, furthermore, the logical quantifiers capture this unique sense of 
existence, then there is a single and unrestricted domain of quantification 
which encompasses everything there is. If numbers, stones, and 
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attributes exist, then a single variable ‘x’ may assume values among 
numbers, stones, and attributes. There are no multiple types of variables, 
but only one. Then theses (15) and (16) lead us to the following thesis: 


There is a single unrestricted domain of quantification that covers (17) 
everything there is. 

The admission a single unrestricted domain of quantification helps to 
explain the simplicity of the motto ‘to be is to be the value of a variable’, 
but it also demands from Quine caution concerning what may be among 
these values, that is, about what may exist. One of Quine’s most widely 
criticised positions is his insistence on first-order logic as the system in 
which theories must be regimented for the evaluation of their ontological 
commitments. Why not use second-order logic? Why not also allow 
quantification on predicates and relations and thereby broaden the 
possibilities of what can exist? This alternative, however, is not open to 
Quine. It is incompatible with his admission of a single unrestricted 
domain of quantification, for if he admits second order, that is, that there 
can be quantification over predicates and relations, then he obtains at 
once Russell’s paradox. As Michael Potter (2004, 300) well points out, 
there are only two ways of avoiding Russell’s paradox in second-order 
logic: either by abandoning thesis (17), or by accommodating second- 
otder quantification in an intensional context where there can be 
predicates ‘G’ and ‘F’ that are true of the same individuals, but which are 


not numerically identical: JG IF (G#F)AVs (F(x)eG(s)).’ 


These are concessions Quine is not willing to make, as they are 
incompatible with fundamental beliefs that underlie his whole 
philosophical project. Abandoning the uniqueness and absolute 
generality of the domain of quantification (17) requires the abdication of 
some of its most fundamental meta-ontological theses: either the 
univocity of existence (15) or its translatability in the classical existential 
quantification (16). After all, “[e]xistence is what existential 


1. The admission of a single unrestricted domain of quantification was also the main reason that 
led Quine mistakenly treat ontological commitments extensionally, as we have seen in Section 
5.2. If the universal set is the only domain of quantification, then the domains of all models for a 
theory must be the universal set and so are constrained by what exists. Then the entities that 
“must be counted among the values of the variables in order that the statements affirmed in the 
theory be true” (the ontological commitments) must be extensional things in the world. 
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quantification expresses. There are things of kind F if and only if 4x 
F(x)” (Quine, 1969a, 97). 


To abandon extensionality is to give up what Quine takes to be the 
minimum requirement for the acceptance of any entity, its standard of 
ontological admissibility, which is founded on the principles of identity 
(substitution of identicals and identity of indiscernibles). The most 
obvious clue that an alleged entity does not exist presents itself for 
Quine when its semantic interpretation requires intensional contexts in 
which the principle of substitution of identicals fails (Quine, 1969c, 23). 
Similarly, one of Quine’s admitted ways of reifying a concept is to 
transform a similarity relation into identity, thereby assuming as identical 
what the relation considers indiscernible (Quine, 1963b, 117). 


[W]hat sense can be found in talking of entities which cannot meaningfully 
be said to be identical with themselves and distinct from one another? 
(Quine, 1963d, 4) 


I am a confirmed extensionalist. Extensionalism is a policy I have clung to 
through thick, thin, and nearly seven decades of logicizing and 
philosophizing. (Quine, 2008, 215) 


Quine’s choice to avoid Russell’s paradox is, therefore, to keep with first- 
order classical logic, and to abdicate both second-order and intensional 
contexts. But this does not mean assuming a nominalistic position that 
denies existence to all abstract entities. Quine is not a nominalist. He 
accepts and even argues in favour of the inevitability of some abstract 
entities (Quine, 1963b, 115). 


My extensionalist scruples decidedly outweigh my nominalistic ones. (Quine, 
1986, 397) 


Nevertheless, our theories will only commit to abstract entities when 
such entities are explicitly regimented as classes (extensions) in set 
theory. In “Logic and The Reification of Universals”, Quine (1963b, 
113) states that when we say that some dogs are white, dx (Dog(x) A 
White(x)) we do not commit to abstract entities such as dogness or 
whiteness. But if we want to, we can make such commitments when we 
explicitly state that dx (x € dogness A x € whiteness)’, 


1. I use ‘dogness’ as the name of the class of all dogs and ‘whiteness’ as the name of the class of 
all white things only to abbreviate the formalization in canonical notation which, by requiring the 
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So regimented, the abstract entities admissible for Quine are constrained 
by his alternative set theory NF (New Foundations for Mathematical Logic) 
(Quine, 1963c). While it maintains abstract entities both extensional and 
protected from paradoxes, NF accepts the universal set and therefore is 
compatible with the unrestricted quantification, which is so precious to 
Quine.' 


These facts help us to understand another much-criticised claim of 
Quine, his insistence on the defence of the extensional character of 
ontological commitments. I have here presented the intensionality of 
ontological commitments only as a characterisation of this notion. Yet, 
as Quine has always defended its extensionality, this feature is cited in 
the literature as an objection, perhaps the main one, because it focuses 
on a particularly sensitive point for Quine: his vehement rejection of the 
concepts of intension, synonymy, analyticity and other connected 
notions to the theory of meaning. 


If, as we have seen, the formal methods that Quine accepts for 
regimentation of theories block the occurrence of intensional contexts, 
and if the ontological commitments of a theory are certain values of its 
variables, those indispensable to the truth of the statements of the 
theory, then, as much as the values of variables, ontological 
commitments should also be protected from intensionality. It was 
probably this trivial reasoning that led Quine to state without any further 
argumentation that “the question of the ontology of a theory is a 
question purely of the theory of reference” (Quine, 1951, 15). 


elimination of names and their replacement by descriptions, would have the following less elegant 
form: 
dx Gy (Dogness(y) A Wz (Dogness(z) > (y = z)) Ax € y) 
A dz (Whiteness(z) A Vw (Whiteness(w) — (z = w)) A x € 2)) 
There are ontological commitments to the dog’s and white stuffs classes because these classes 
are the values of the variables ‘y’ and ‘z’ required to make the sentence true. It should be noted 
that ‘Dog’ is the predicate satisfied by all and only the dogs and ‘Dogness’ is the predicate 
satisfied by only one entity, the class of all dogs. That is, Jy(Dogness(y)AVx (Dog(x)<>x € y)). 
The same distinction occurs with the predicates ‘White’ and ‘Whiteness’. See note on page 147. 
1. The formalised set theory most commonly used is the Zermelo-Fraenkel theory (ZF or ZFC - 
with or without the axiom of choice). This theory, however, would not serve Quine’s purposes 
because its methods to avoid Russell’s paradox prevent the admission of the universal set and, for 
that reason, imposes restrictions on the domains of quantification, being incompatible with thesis 
(17). 
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But the talk of values of variables of a theory is a local matter, it only 
concerns the own theory and does not need to be relativised. To this 
extent, Quine’s formal precautions will protect them from intensionality. 
In contrast, the talk of ontological commitments occurs in the 
ontological debate, where we may be able to talk of distinct 
commitments assumed by distinct theories, and comparing them in the 
same way we compare the various domains of the worlds in a possible- 
worlds semantics. The possibility of such comparisons requires more 
sophisticated semantical tools than Quine allows for theories themselves. 
It demands an intensional context where the various commitments of 
the diverse theories are not constrained by the actual world. Therefore, 
even though the formal resources we use in regimentation ensure that 
the ontologies of all theories we admit are extensional, the notion of 
ontological commitment will not be. 


The rejection of the notions related to the theory of meaning and of 
everything that requires intensional contexts can also be understood as a 
commitment of Quine to the theses (15), (16) and (17). Any formal 
treatment of intensional contexts will require one of the following 
alternatives: (a) an explicitly higher-order logic (second or major) and, 
together with it, the separation of variables in types and, because of that, 
the separation of distinct domains of quantification necessary to avoid 
Russell’s paradox and that violate thesis (17); or (b) the admission of 
modes of existence more subtle and distinct from the actual entities, 
necessary to accommodate the possibilia, non-actually existent entities 
which are elements of other possible worlds domains, and which violates 
the thesis (15). Both alternatives violate the univocity of existence and 
are therefore inadmissible for Quine. 


To the point, why does Quine so fundamentally support the thesis of the 
univocity of existence? Why not allow for alternative modes of existence 
that can be captured in multiple domains of quantification? It would be 
enough to accept this possibility to be able to accommodate intensional 
contexts as well as to use logics of a superior order. This mitigation 
would not only soften somewhat the austerity of his canonical notation’s 
demands but would also divest him of various criticisms and objections. 


A possible answer lies in his philosophical naturalism. Quine calls 
himself a naturalist, meaning primarily that he sees no essential 
distinction between philosophy and science. Philosophy does not 
legislate nor regulate science, but collaborates with it. 
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[I]t is within science itself, and not in some prior philosophy, that reality is to 
be identified and described. (Quine, 1981a, 21) 


The philosopher’s task differs from the others’, then, in detail; but in no 
such drastic way as those suppose who imagine for the philosopher a 
vantage point outside the conceptual scheme that he takes in charge. There 
is no such cosmic exile. (Quine, 1960, 275) 


We can understand a violation of theses (15), (16) and (17) as direct 
opposition to his naturalistic stance. The admission of different modes 
of being that could be approached by distinct types of variables confined 
to diverse sorts of quantifiers, which would therefore not be absolutely 
generic, opens space for a fundamental separation of philosophy from 
the rest of science. While to science would fit the sense of being linked 
to individuals, to actuality and to extensional abstractions, philosophy 
should deal with the sense of being linked to intensional contexts, to 
meanings, to non-actual universes. The incommunicability between the 
domains of quantification would protect and isolate philosophy in a 
supposed “cosmic exile”. The domain of intensional beings, for example, 
would be untouchable by recalcitrant empirical observations and would 
requite another mode of thinking, another conceptual scheme which, 
according to Quine’s naturalism, is inadmissible. 


Quine never responded directly to the accusations of intensionality of his 
ontological commitment criterion, nor did he ever explicitly abandon the 
notion, but after the late 1960s, he practically did not address the subject, 
except in passing in Quine (1981b). Along with this ostracism, Quine 
proposed two fundamental ontology-related theses: the thesis of 
ontological relativity, and the thesis of the inscrutability of reference. 
Although these theses are not incompatible with the notion of 
ontological commitment, methodologically they are opposed to it. While 
the ontological commitments present themselves as an instrument for 
the resolution of ontological debates, the theses of ontological relativity 
and inscrutability of reference are proposed as a lenitive for the 
impossibility of solving such disputes. 


It does not seem, therefore, excessive to say that Quine’s refusal to 
accept intensional contexts, motivated by his naturalism and _ his 
commitment to theses (15), (16) and (17), took him from ontological 
commitment to “ontological indifference” (Gibson, Jr., 1998, 681). We 
could also accuse him of removing from the scope of philosophical 
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considerations legitimate questions that not only should philosophy deal 
with but which it has in fact dealt with throughout history. After all, we 
conceptualize and mean. And not only that, but we also think, allow, 
judge, conceive, admit, assume and so many other things that lead us to 
the intensional contexts. 


Quine’s reply is almost impolite. It is again an austere committment with 
naturalism, which reminds us that, despite having outgrown the ideas of 
logical positivists in many respects, he maintains for himself the same 
philosophical project that motivated the investigations of his professor 
Rudolf Carnap and other members of the Vienna Circle: 


if certain problems of ontology, say, or modality, or causality, or contraty-to- 
fact conditionals, which arise in ordinary language, turn out not to arise in 
science as reconstituted with the help of formal logic, then those 
philosophical problems have in an important sense been solved: they have 
been shown not to be implicated in any necessary foundation of science,...] 
Philosophy of science is philosophy enough. (Quine, 1953, 446)!. 
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Ontology as Composed Itself of 
Direct and Deferred Reference 


How, if at all, can metaphysicians figure out 
what is real and what is not? 


Arthur QUINCY 
(University of British Columbia) 


Résumé. En se référant aux différences entre ’ostension directe 
et ostension différée, ainsi qu’entre les termes généraux concrets 
et les termes abstraits singuliers, en argumentant contre le jeu de 
la puissance expressive de ladepte de lapproche ontologique 
faible, et a travers les termes établis pour linscrutabilité de toute 
poursuite théorique, jespére solidifier mon affirmation selon 
laquelle tout différend est théorique, et non simplement verbal. 
Le théoricien élimine les questions de composition et de 
colocation a travers sa structure planaire, permettant de sublimer 
ou de superposer lexistence théorique d’objets putatifs sur 
d’autres objets putatifs. A mon tour, jidentifie une approche 
ontologique élevée comme étant le pari le plus sur pour les 
métaphysiciens a la poursuite d’un compte rendu du réel, en 
raison de son étendue plus large, bien que moins parcimonieuse, 
et la minimisation de la contradiction potentielle. 


Mots-clés. Ostention directe, ostension différée, terme général 
conctret, terme singulier abstrait, Karen Bennett, théoreticisme, 
approche ontologique faible, approche ontologique élevée. 
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Abstract. Through reference to the differences between direct 
ostension and deferred ostension, as well as between general 
concrete and singular abstract terms, through arguing against the 
low-ist’s playing up of expressive power, and through the 
established inscrutability of any theoretical pursuit, I hope to 
solidify my claim that any dispute is a theoretical one, not simply 
a verbal one. Theoreticism does away with composition and 
colocation issues through its planar structure, allowing the 
theoretical existence of putative objects to be sublimated or 
superimposed over other such putative objects. In turn I identify 
a high ontological account as being the safest bet for 
metaphysicians in pursuit of an account of the real, by virtue of 
its wider, though less parsimonious, scope, and the minimization 
of potential contradiction. 


Keywords. Direct ostension, deferred ostension, general conctete 
term, singular abstract term, Karen Bennett, theoreticism, low 
ontological account, high ontological account. 


Here I sit, at a desk, writing on my computer. This is a high ontological 
account of what is occurring at this moment, according to Karen 
Bennett (2007). It is not in keeping with the low ontological account 
that: There is a conglomeration of simples arranged human-wise at 
another conglomeration of simples arranged desk-wise, writing on its 
conglomeration of simples arranged computer-wise. This discrepancy 
between the existence of objects is part of the ontological debates of 
composition and colocation. Low-ists' (as proponents of the low 
ontological account will be referred to) hold the stance that solely 
simples in different configurations construct the universe and that no 
otdinary objects are composed, in answer to van Inwagen’s ‘Special 
Composition Question’ (SCQ) (1993: 683). This, for them, relieves the 
puzzle of colocation, the problem of the many, and issues of 


1 Also known as ‘compositional nihilists’ or ‘one-thingers’. (Bennett 2007: 7-8) 
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arbitrariness. Contrarily, high-ists' (proponents of the high ontological 
account) hold that both configurations of simples and ordinary objects 
are real. 


Bennett outlines three strands of what she refers to as ‘Dismissivism,’ 
the notion that the debates of metaphysics and, in turn, ontology are 
‘deeply wrong’ (2007: 2). These are antirealism, semanticism, and 
epistemicism. I agree with her defense of epistemicism and will argue 
further to support it and the notion that ultimately metaphysics is kept at 
arms length from what is ‘true’ or ‘real.’ While her repudiation of 
semanticism is valid, I believe that semanticism is not formulated well 
enough to account for a difference of meaning. I will instead argue for 
founded upon W.V.O. Quine’s concept of ontological relativity (1969). I 
will avoid antirealism in the same vein as Bennett for it seems merely to 
be an extreme belief system founded upon epistemicism. Through 
reference to the differences between direct ostension and deferred 
ostension, as well as between general concrete and singular abstract 
terms, through arguing against the low-ist’s playing up of expressive 
power, and through the established inscrutability of any theoretical 
pursuit, I hope to solidify my claim that any dispute is a theoretical one, 
not simply a verbal one. Theoreticism does away with composition and 
colocation issues through its planar structure, allowing the theoretical 
existence of putative objects to be sublimated or superimposed over 
other such putative objects. In turn I identify a high ontological account 
as being the safest bet for metaphysicians in pursuit of an account of the 
real, by virtue of its wider, though less parsimonious, scope, and the 
minimization of potential contradiction. 


I will begin with a brief account of colocation (regarded as constitution 
for Bennett) and composition. In the case of colocation, Bennett 
outlines the example of a statue (Goliath) that is made of a lump of clay 
(Lumpl) (2007: 7). Colocation is a necessarily one-one relation wherein 
there are two identically sized objects in the same space—another 
example could be taking Barack Obama, president of the United States, 
and the human body that he is composed of. The human body 
composing Obama may well have existed before his being named, and 
most definitely existed before his inauguration. “Barack Obama-ness’ or 


1 Also known as ‘compositional believers’ or ‘multi-thingers’. (Bennett 2007: 7-8) 
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presidency is not necessitated of his human body, but his human body is 
necessitated of being Barack Obama or president of the United States. 
These two entities with differing properties occur in the same location 
despite their seeming to be two different objects according to their 
differing persistence conditions. This seems impossible since two objects 
cannot be in the same place at the same time. This puzzle divides 
ontologists between those who avail themselves of certain methods to 
escape the argument founded upon Leibniz’s Law, which states that “no 
two distinct things exactly resemble each other” (Forrest 2012: np), and 
those readily accept the notion that separate things can collocate 
(Bennett 2007: 7). This is essentially the dispute between low-ists and 
high-ists respectively. 


The composition issue is similar to that of constitution by virtue of its 
appeal to the issue of colocation, it differs in that it is, instead, a many- 
one relation. Most ordinary objects are regularly regarded as composite 
objects: a book is constituted of a number of pages and two covers, a 
water bottle necessarily has a lid, etc. However, some ontologists 
propose that no such things exist. While they may still believe in the 
external world, they deny that composition occurs. Bennett states that, 
“these people believe that there re simples, and that those simples have 
vatious properties and stand in various interesting relations to each 
other. They just deny that they ever compose anything” (2007: 7). This 
stance avoids the aforementioned problem of colocation, since the many 
simples aren’t held to compose the one object. Composition comes to 
stand as the framing for both of these positions, since colocation can be 
addressed in mereological terms—“can the same parts compose more 
than one thing?” (Bennett 2007: 9) 


It is from these two ontological disputes that Bennett creates the low- 
ontological account—the belief in only simples, and the high-ontological 
account—the belief in both simples and ordinary objects that they 
compose. She also notes that each side of the debate engages in 
‘difference-minimizing, which is the downplaying of oppositional 
differences in order to stand in less of a controversial light. This will be 
further addressed later with reference to Quine’s ontological relativity. 
Having established the issues of colocation and composition, it is now 
possible to expound Bennett’s argument for dismissive epistemicism and 
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provide further evidence for the inability of ontology and metaphysics at 
allocating truth to theories of what is real. 


Bennett utilizes the difference-minimizing on the part of the low-ists in 
otder to support her stance of dismissive epistemicism. They do so by 
trying “to recapture most of the claims that the high-ontologist accepts” 
(Bennett 2007: 25). Bennett argues that there is no justification for 
believing either side by stating that there is no more simplicity to the 
low-ist view than to the high-ist one, and that the low-ist faces the same 
problems as the high-ist (2007: 26). 


In defending the use of the terms of high ontology, low-ists utilise 
techniques such that they can talk about the “very complicated, highly 
structured ways in which simples can be arranged” (Bennett 2007: 27). 
Low-ists do so by stating that simples collectively instantiate, being 
arranged ‘object-wise.’ Bennett tells the reader to ‘raise an eyebrow’ at 
this, for it seems as though the low-ist has diverted from multiplying 
objects by multiplying properties—they have merely escaped ontological 
attachment by accruing an ideological one (2007: 27). The dispute 
between low-ists and high-ists now comes down to having a smaller 
ontology and a larger ideology or having a larger ontology with a smaller 
ideology. This is a notable point, and will be resurrected when talking 
about ontological relativity further on. 


The handing off of ontology to ideology makes it such that the low-ist 
comes to face the same problems that is raises for the high-ist. Bennett 
states that while “the believer has to say something about what the world 
has to be like to contain tables, [...] the nihilist equally needs to say 
something about what the world has to be like to contain simples 
arranged tablewise” (2007: 29-30). Concerning this point, where the 
high-ist must face the ‘problem of the many’ with regards to composite 
objects, so too must the low-ist. The problem of the many is that with 
any table t, and any one of its composing molecules m, should one take 
m away from t, a table would still remain. This is true for any m of t, 
indicating that there are as many if not more tables in the same region as 
t as there are m’s. With the notion of ‘table-wise’ as a property of 
instantiated simples, for the compositional nihilist, there comes the 
parallel issue of having many overlapping instantiations of the property 
of being arranged table-wise (Bennett 2007: 30-31). 
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An issue faced by both the high-ists and the low-ists, following from 
their shared problem of the many is now that of overdetermination. The 
thinking in terms of the high-ist argument goes as so. Should someone 
run into a wall by accident, by virtue of its being a composite under a 
high ontology, the concussion that they get could equally be caused by 
the simples composing that wall, and the wall itself. This results in an 
overdetermination of the effect of getting a concussion, and ordinary 
events do not tend to be overdetermined. This leads to the argument 
that, “if there were any composites, they would never cause anything; 
they would be mere epiphenomena” (Bennett 2007: 31). With the 
overlapping of wall-wise instantiations of simples, too, comes this same 
overdetermination—many simples arranged similarly wall-wise, should 
someone tun into them, would be causally sufficient to concuss that 
person (Bennett 2007: 32). This leads, in the same way, to the conclusion 
that no instantiation of simples could causally effect anything. 


Bennett concludes that after illuminating the similarities between high 
and low ontologies, there can be no grounds for the justification of belief 
in either side. “these are basically cases of underdetermination of theory 
by evidence” (Bennett 2007: 35). While the low-ists have a theory more 
grounded in the precepts of physics, their strict ontology faces the same 
issues as that of high ontology. The ambiguity that we are still left in with 
what evidence we have accrued seems to be the limitation preventing us 
from coming to any remote truth as to what is real, be it simples, objects, 
ot some other phenomenon. 


With Bennett’s arguments for epistemicism regarding colocation and 
composition in mind, it will now serve to elucidate further arguments for 
underdetermination and the limitations of metaphysics, science, and any 
theoretical practice. While I stated that I wouldn’t touch too heavily on 
antirealism, its motivations appeal to the irresolution of any theorizing, 
which is the limit of our conscious attempts of asserting what is real or 
true. In an exposition of antirealism, Jarrett Leplin states the following: 


A major source of the anti-realist argumentation is the simple, 
incontestable fact that observational evidence is logically inconclusive 
with respect to the truth of theory. That is, the falsity of any theory T is 
logically consistent with the truth of all observation statements O1 used 
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in assessing T. T is, in this respect, underdetermined by the evidence; 
indeed by all possible evidence (Leplin 2004: 119). 


The logical consistency of falsity with any theory necessarily denies any 
assertion that what, in ontological theories, is speculated to be existent is 
in fact truly existent. Humans are limited to the bounds of experience 
and language in rationalizing and communicating the real world. Any 
observational faculty cannot be taken to be wholly accurate, and any 
linguistic exposition falters at its vagueness, ambiguity, and 
inconsistencies. These precepts of humanity and the conscious 
endeavour of science (and with it metaphysics) deny logically conclusive 
theorizing—essentially leaving the real out of reach, potentially just 
warped by the lens of our limits in theory, but just as potentially 
completely different. This is a view held by Quine, who states that, 
“obscurity is the breeding place of mentalistic semantics” (1969: 28). 
Humans are innately obscured from reality, and the semantics we create 
reflect that. Be it a high ontology or a low ontology, there is no 
absolution. But how can we reconcile the study of metaphysics and 
ontology? To answer this, we must turn to the eminent philosopher. 


Semanticism is the second strand of ontological dismisstvism that 
Bennett elucidates and comes to reject. This is the argument that, “they 
[high-ists and low-ists] agree on what the world is like, and only disagree 
about how certain words work in English” (Bennett 2007: 13). I find 
issue with this as it isolates vocabulary from the bigger picture of the 
dispute. This can be referred to in terms of the playing down of the high- 
ist ontological commitments. High-ists encompass the belief that both 
simples and composite objects exist, they hereby create a ‘linking 
principle’ that states, “if there are some simples arranged Fwise in region 
R, there is an F in R” (Bennett 2007: 17). The dispute would be semantic 
should the linking principle be analytic in nature. This, however, is not 
the case—high-ists do not belief that any composite is one and the same 
as an instantiation of simples—a wall is numerically different to the 
instantiation of simples wall-wise. While there is an intimate relation 
between the two things, they are not identical (Bennett 2007: 17). It is 
upon these grounds that Bennett rejects dismissive semanticism. 


As seen with the issue of colocation, the colocation of things with 
independent properties feels unintuitive. Should I run into a wall, ’m 
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sure I would instinctively believe that I ran into only one thing. 
However, by looking to ontological relativity, a metaontological 
approach taken by W.V.O. Quine, it seems as though we can reconcile 
the issue of colocation, and so, the difference minimization of high-ists. 


The debate between high ontology and low ontology is, on the surface, 
merely a question of reference. Would it be truer for me to point my 
finger at a table and say ‘table’ or ‘instantiation of simples table-wise’? 
Which statement is referring to what is real? The short answer is, due to 
out epistemic and linguistic limitations, neither. However, the pursuits of 
ontological high-ists and low-ists are not worthless. They still surmount 
to our best efforts at deciding what is real. They still stand as the 
forefront of a conceptual science. 


As soon as it becomes clear that ontology is a referential practice, is 
becomes a matter of semantics and the mind. Quine states that, “In the 
case of words not directly ascribing observable traits to things, the 
learning process is increasingly complex and obscure” (1969: 28). It will 
setve to go through the genealogy of reference, as expounded by Quine. 
It is from this that his notion of ontological relativity stems. Quine uses 
the translation of ‘gavagai,’ a word from an unknown language Arunta, 
to explicate his this point. He assumes a linguist meets a native speaker 
of Arunta, and the person says “gavagai’” while beckoning to a rabbit. 
The linguist is faced with a dilemma, ought he translate ‘gavagai’ as 
‘rabbit,’ ‘undetached rabbit part,’ or ‘temporal rabbit stage’? (1969: 31). 
What is notable about ‘rabbit,’ or ‘table,’ or ‘wall,’ is that they are terms 
of divided reference. Quine states that these, “cannot be mastered 
without mastering its principle of individuation: where one rabbit leaves 
off and another begins” (1969: 31). This principle of individuation, held 
by the names of ordinary objects (rabbit, table, wall, etc.) cannot be 
mastered by pure ostension—something must be gleaned beyond the 
ostensive point about the abstract nature of each thing, something in 
one’s mind must note a divided reference. This talk of reference is 
relevant to the colocation debate by virtue of the allusion to an 
undetached part of a rabbit. Through the ambiguity of the ostensive 
point, many parts of a rabbit can be though to encompass the term— 
likewise with the case of simples, or the problem of composition. How 
can any non-native speaker of English know when I point to a rabbit 
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and say ‘rabbit,’ whether I am referring to the ‘rabbit or the ‘simples 
instantiated rabbit-wise’? Quine states the following in response to this: 


The implicit maxim guiding his choice of “rabbit,” and similar choices 
for other native words, is that an enduring and relatively homogeneous 
object, moving as a whole against a contrasting background, is a likely 
reference for a short expression. ... the maxim is his own imposition, 
toward settling what is objectively indeterminate (1969: 34). 


The notable thing to draw from this is the homogeneity of the object, 
and that it contrasts with its background. The perceptible differences of 
this reality are alluded to even by low-ists, through their difference 
minimization. They ideologically divide their absolute homogeneity, 
whereas high-ists have belief in both an absolute homogeneity and a 
differentiated one—ontologically on both counts. The translator in their 
attempts to allocate meaning, does so not only pragmatically, defining 
short terms as differentiate objects, but also rationally—playing the odds 
that the contrasting object would be the primary thing to be referred 
to—the small brown rabbit hopping across the green field of grass. 
Here, then, we see that the most important attribute of any thing is that 
it is distinct from other things—it is individuated. This individuation is 
inherently subject to indeterminacy (Quine 1969: 39). 


The indetereminacy of individuation, and the inscrutability of reference 
can be elucidated more by expounding the systematic ambiguity of 
wotds like ‘blue’ or ‘table.”? These words can be used in two ways; as 
concrete general terms or as singular abstract terms. Should I point to 
the sky and say, “that is blue,’ I would be using ‘blue’ as a concrete 
general term. When saying “blue is a colour,” I would be using it as a 
singular abstract term. I can point to a table and refer to it as such 
(concrete general), or I can draw a crude image of eight lines on a piece 
of paper and refer to it as a table (singular abstract). John Stuart Mill was 
the philosopher to delineate general and single, concrete and abstract. 
Mill states: 


A general name is, familiarly defined, a name which is capable of being 
truly affirmed, in the same sense, of each of an indefinite number of 
things. A singular name is a name which is only capable of being truly 
affirmed of one thing. [...] A concrete name is a name which stands for 
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a thing; an abstract name is a name which stands for an attribute of a 
thing (1881: 29-30). 


It then seems as though we can differentiate between the abstract 
singular of ‘rabbit, and the concrete general of ‘rabbit.’ The abstract 
singular ‘rabbit’ will instantiate the objective rabbit—the paradigmatic 
furry, four legged mammal with long ears, while the general concrete 
‘rabbit’ will refer to that rabbit, the one that I am pointing at. Any 
allusion to a general concrete rabbit constitutes a direct ostension, the 
reference is inferred by a direct point. Any allusion to a singular abstract 
rabbit constitutes a deferred ostension, I list attributes of a rabbit, or 
draw one, and the abstract concept of rabbit is instantiated in the 
listener’s mind, this is equivalent to pointing to a fuel guage to show how 
much gasoline is left in a tank, it occurs with a correspondence in mind 


(Quine 1969: 40). 


It seems, then, as though our low-ists from before choose to speak solely 
in general concretes—“this instantiation of simples which I directly point 
towards is arranged rabbit-wise.” High-ists, comparably, seem to feel 
comfortable speaking in both general concrete and singular abstract, 
“this rabbit fulfilling all attributes of ‘rabbit,’ which I directly point to.” 
The high-ist is comfortable regarding both concrete general rabbit and 
singular abstract rabbit, for they accept the existence of the paradigm in 
both planes of existence; abstract and concrete. The low-ist regards only 
the physical, concrete realm, wherein simples, or molecules, are the only 
‘real’ recourse of reference. They and Bennett alike regard ‘rabbit’ as an 
ideological pursuit, but ‘rabbit’ stands only as ideological with regards to 
its abstraction, in doing so, they minimize their beliefs for empiricism. 
High ontology can be regarded as agnosticism. Holding all beliefs equally 
accountable. There is an abstract singular table overlayed in the same 
space as the general concrete conglomeration of simples. Colocation is 
avoided through planar differentiation. By virtue of the fact that deferred 
ostension is regarded as weaker and appealing to ideology seems ad hoc, 
since direct ostension too refers to ideology—the ideology of the 
simples, which are “arranged atomwise) arranged moleculewise) arranged 
organellewise) arranged cellwise) arranged organwise)...” (Bennett 2007: 
23). Here we see a circularity which inherently makes ontological 
reference meaningless, according to Quine, who states that, “A question 
of the form “What is an FP” can be answered only by recourse to a 
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further term: “An F is a G.” The answer makes only relative sense: sense 
relative to the uncritical acceptance of “G’”’ (1969: 53). Should, then we 
accept that a rabbit is a conglomeration of simples arranged rabbit-wise, 
we have no recourse but to further relativize. Simples are also 
ideological, and appeal to a coordinate system, as is necessary with any 
ontological reference (Quine 1969: 48), They either appeal to reality, 
redundantly, or to ordinary objects, hypocritically. Low-ists do not see it 
as such—they see only the basest point of reference, the molecule, 
ignoring all previous instantiations of ontological entities, for a more 
parsimonious theory. High-ists acknowledge all ontological assertion as 
real—tregarding a full milieu of coordinate systems. The two opposing 
ontological systems then become meta-theoretical, playing into a 
‘theoreticism’—high-ists hold both spectrums of coordinate systems as 
real, while low-ists appeal solely to the empirical, non-ideological 
coordinate system as real. 


This disparity between the low-ists and the high-ists seems to come 
down to an endless circularity of ostensive language. Low-ists refer back 
to embedding coordinate systems, while only holding their own to be 
true—to be the base and overarching one. High-ists, on the contrary, 
refer across all coordinate systems, regarding them all as real. 
Abandoning parsimony for a richer world of ontology, they also seem to 
be hedging their bets well by virtue of playing into the epistemic 
limitations of each coordinate system. No one system can be better than 
another, since all are bound by the limitations of human prefiguration. 
Bennett’s acknowledgement that there is no recourse to decide upon a 
better theoretical approach gives no theory priority. I hold that the 
account with a higher ontology would be better to assimilate by virtue of 
its maximizing coordinate systems—each of which have stemmed from 
one another, so assuming any mistake along the chain, a fuller backlog of 
coordinate systems would be better. 
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Abstract. The naturalist orientation that marked Quine's 
philosophical and scientific project should not prevent us from 
talking about the concepts of beauty and art as aspects that 
characterize his works. Indeed, aesthetic considerations gave both 
elegance and harmony to his system. This leads us to consider the 
value of these aesthetic characteristics and the role they play in 
the construction of philsophical and scientific theses in Quine’s 
system. 
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Résumé. Lorientation naturaliste qui a marqué le projet 
philosophique et scientifique de Quine ne doit pas nous 
empécher de parler des concepts de beau et d’art comme des 
aspects qui caractérisent ses travaux. En effet, des considérations 
esthétiques ont donné a la fois élégance et harmonie a son 
systeme. Ceci nous conduit 4 considérer la valeur de ces 
caractéristiques esthétiques et le rdle qu'elles jouent dans la 
construction des théses philosophiques et scientifiques dans le 
systéme de Quine. 
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Quine: Translating for the Purpose of 
Understanding 


Ali BENMAKHLOUF 
(Université Paris 12) 


Translated from French by M’7Hammed KRIFA (Université de Kairouan)! 


Résumé. II s’agit dune traduction en anglais par notre collégue 
de Puniversité de Kairouan M’Hammed Krifa de l’article d’Ali 
Benmakhlouf intitulé: « Quine, traduire pour comprendre », 
publié dans la revue Noesés 13/2008, p. 81-99. Nous pensons que 
cet article mérite d’étre connu par ceux qui ne maitrisent pas la 
langue francaise vue l’importance du théme qu’il aborde, a savoir 
le lien si étroit entre la traduction et la compréhension. En effet, 
sur ce theme précis, Quine semble étre une référence 
indépassable, et Ali Benmakhlouf nous montre la pertinence des 
idées de Quine, telles que ses critiques de lempirisme 
dogmatique, du vérificationnisme et du mentalisme dans la mise 
en train de cette réflexion sur la dimension civilisatrice de la 
traduction qui la met en intimité avec la compréhension, le 
dialogue et surtout avec «la fluidité de la conversation ». Une 
dimenson dont, plus que jamais, nous avons besoin de nos jours. 
(Hamdi Mlika) 


Mots-clés. Vérité logique, épistémologie _ naturalisée, 
signification, traduction, holisme, réduction ontologique, 
vérificationnisme, mentalisme, compréhension, fluidité de la 
conversation. 
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1. Translation Note: Where it has been possible to consult the works referred to in the article in 
their original language, the quotations used are directly drawn from them. In the other cases, the 
quotations are translated and may not be equivalent to the authors’ original words. The phrase 
“Translator’s words” is then added to the corresponding notes. 
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Abstract. This is an English translation of Ali Benmakhlouf's 
article “Quine, traduire pour comprendre”’, published in the 
journal Noesis 13/2008, p. 81-99 by our colleague at the 
University of Kairouan M’Hammed Krifa. We think that this 
article deserves to be known by those who do not master the 
French language given the importance of the subject it addresses, 
namely the close link between translation and understanding. 
Indeed, on this precise theme Quine seems to be an 
unsurpassable reference, and Ali Benmakhlouf shows us the 
relevance of Quine's ideas, such as his critiques of dogmatic 
empiricism, verificationism and mentalism in setting in motion 
this reflection on the civilizing dimension of the translation which 
puts it in intimacy with understanding, dialogue and especially 
“the fluency of the conversation’; a dimenson that we need more 
than ever these days. (Hamdi Mlika) 


Keywords. Logical truth, epistemology _ naturalized, 
signification, translation, holism, ontological reduction, 
verificationisme, mentalism, understanding, fluidity of 
conversation. 
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ool 


As indicated by J. Largeault, Quine is a “continuist”’, a logician who 
belongs to two traditions considered irreconcilable: the logical tradition 
and the skeptical tradition. By refusing the demarcation between 
conventions and hypotheses, Quine attempts to reject the 
conventionalism of the Vienne school and substitute it by physicalism as 
well as naturalism. This is doubled by an economic willingness in 
ontological engagements: “undifferentiated ontology’ or “defused” 
referred to as Pursuit of truth. Carnap raised the question of whether it was 
necessary to admit classes as entities. 


This, as I have argued elsewhere, is the question whether to quantify with 
respect to variables which take classes as values. Now Carnap has 
maintained that this is a question not of matters of fact but of choosing a 
convenient language convenient conceptual scheme or framework for 
science. With this I agree, but only on the proviso that the same be 
conceded regarding scientific hypotheses generally.” 


It is fundamental to stop adopting a restraint pragmatic point of view, 
according to which our conceptual schemes must be the corner stone in 
the choice of convenient theoretical frame works. Quine proposes a 
more consequent pragmatism where the questions which affirm to be 
about facts and most conceptual schemata are themselves subjects to our 
choice. It is even the presupposition of logical empiricism, according to 
which the world as constituted of facts, that is criticized: the world is not 
reducible to experience and facts. There is always an impregnation 
theory/ fact. 


Logical truth and naturalized epistemology 


Through a “naturalized epistemology’”’, Quine looks for combating “the 


linguistic doctrine of Logical Truth’, according to which logical truths 
are dependent only on propositions’ transformation made within 
language. Even truths like “p” or not “p”, considered by Wittgenstein as 
tautologies which do not describe the world are dependant in their 
relation to it. Does the truth of “Brutus killed Cesar or Brutus was not 


1. Largeaut, Quine, «Le continuisme et la fin de lépistémologie néo-positiviste », Revue 
philosophique, 3, 1994, p. 318. 

2. Quine, “ Les Deux dogmes de l’empirisme », De Vienne a Cambridge, trad.fr. pat P.Jacob, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1980, p. 318. 

3 It is the title of one of his works 

4 Quine, « Carnap and Logical Truth » (1954), in The Ways of Paradox and other Essays, Cambridge 
(Mass), Harvard University Press, 1976, P.108 (translatot’s words) 
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killed by Cesar” depend on the action of killing and on persons 
envisaged here? 


The reasoning here consists in proving that such logical truths are 
dependent on an attribution of values of truth to p even if they do not 
depend on values themselves. The confusion denounced by Quine is the 
one which consists in attributing values to values themselves: P must 
have a value truth so that “p or non p” must have one. The indifference 
of p in terms of truth and falsehood in logical verity “p or not p” does 
not signify that “p or not p” does not depend on the verity of P. Gochet 
has proven this point. 


Of whether “p or non p” is true no matter what the value of p is , we can 
only conclude that “p or non p” would be true independently of the value of 
p, no more than we can say that if an engine consumes indifferently any 
combustible, it works independently of any combustible.' 


If then the concept of logical truth presupposes the concept of verity 
and that verity supposes taking into consideration a reference to a 
domain of individuals, consequently logical truths have an ontological 
basis. In general, we consider logical truths as eternal sentences, Le. 
independent of the circumstances of the elocution, but this originates 
only from the need to construct a theory and not to be attached anymore 
to observational sentences. In reality, eternal sentences “disposing of 
verity itself’, are only simplified projections of observational sentences. 
It is in this sense that the simplicity of logical axioms must be 
understood. Such simplicity is a simplification; it corresponds to nothing 
primitive in itself and it is so only for needs of theoretical construction. 
The mote a scientific discipline wins in terms of rigor, the least it renders 
itself dependent on the world. “What was once regarded as a theory 
about the world becomes reconstructed as a convention of language”; it 
is in this way that our definitions take the shape of analytical principles. 


In consequence, the Wittgenstein credo in the Tvactatus, (equally 
maintained before by E. Mach) according to which there is no necessity 
in the same manner logic, is not retained by Quine: 


1. P. Gochet, Quine en perspective, Paris, Flammarion, 1978, p.152. 
2.« Truth by convention » (1935), in The Ways of Paradox, Op. Cit., p.76 


252 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglSo/] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


In principle then, I do not see of any highest or most austere necessity than 
the natural necessity: and within natural necessity, as well as within our 
attributions of necessity, I see only the regularities of Hume.! 


In the same line of ideas, the questioning of the principle of 
contradiction is based on the idea that there is no “intrinsic and 
irrevocable immunity” in logic and there are only “provisional 
immunities for certain “at every moment, there must exist a structure of 
logic as a preliminary condition to the manifestation of incompatibility” 
but “it does not result from it that there exists only one and unique 
logical structure for all moments”. 


Nothing prevents then, from adopting logics where the principle of 
contradiction is put in defect. If someone answers “yes and no” to a 
question , rather than thinking that he is stupid , it is better to believe 
that he does not attribute the same sense as we do to affirmation and 
negation. The charity principle takes over the principle of contradiction. 
What does this principle say? It affirms a presumption of human 
rationality; the denial of which yields to undermining the bases even of 
an attribution of beliefs to someone and then not being able to interpret 
a particular behavior. According to this principle, the haste to qualify an 
attribute of being pre-logic is a symptom of a difficulty to translate it. 


Signification and Translation 


The belief that signification does not change when a translation is made 
has to cease: There is a myth of synonymy which must be debunked as it 
is behind the errors — mistakes of the “linguistic doctrine of truth’, in 
one word of the Carnepian doctrine. An analytical truth is considered 
within this school as true in terms of language; it is unchanged through 
permutation of words for little that those changes are made according to 
a relation of synonymy. Behaviorist and physicalist conceptions, where 
signification results from verbal behavior of locators in the presence of 
non-verbal stimuli (nervous endings) were then an objection to the 
linguistic doctrine, because they demonstrate that “behavior is never a 
univoque proof of sense”* or that translations do not rescue 
signification. However, different and even contradictory translations 


1. Quine, “Necessary Truth” (1963), in The Ways of Paradox, op. cit. p.76. “Translator’s words”. 
2. [bid., p.159 “Translator’s words”. 

3. [bid., p.159 “Translator’s words” 

4. J. Largeault, Op. Cit, p. 320. 
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among themselves can be in accordance with the observed behavior. 
This is the thesis of indetermination of translation and the inscrutability 
of reference, or at least its relativity. With this theory, we gain the 
distinction between reference and truth; there may be approbation or 
disagreement, truth or falsehood without there necessarily being 
determination of reference; this is what reveals the example of the 
indigenous saying “Gavagai”. We don’t know whether this word 
pronounced by the indigenous at the sight of a rabbit passing by, refers 
to an object-rabbit, a rabbit class or to a moment in time. In counterpart, 
we know that what the indigenous is saying is true; “reference 
ptesupposes more than the only faculty of recognizing a presence” ' We 
believe holding truth through reference and we lean on falsehood. The 
value of truth is not affected by the multiple ways of interpreting the 
verbal behavior; it remains invariable through change of reference. We 
find there a possibility of thinking approbation outside the determination 
of reference. 


Holism and the dogmas of Empiricism 


We understand from the beginning the importance that may take the 
notion of interpretation: whether it is difficult, if not impossible, to fix 
the sense of objects, and whether these objects are understood only 
within a global framework that is theory; there remains only to interpret 
this latter through recurrence to another, the last choice of the starting 
theory being only conventional te. arbitrary. There are both an 
ontological and semantic relativism. We never talk about what exists but 
about what a theory declares to exist. The explicit reference to Peirce and 
Duhem leaves no doubt concerning this double relativism resulting from 
indetermination of translation. 


If we recognize with Peirce that the meaning of a sentence turns purely on 
what would count as evidence for its truth, and if we recognize with Duhem 
that theoretical sentences have their evidence not as single sentences but 
only as larger blocks of theory, then the indeterminacy of translation of 
theoretical sentences is the natural conclusion.” 


1. Quine, The Roots of Reference, La Salle (III), Open Court, 1974, Essat 3, p. 83. “Translator’s 
words”. 

2. Quine,” Epistemology Naturalized”, in Ontological Relativity and Other Essays, New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1969, p. 80-81 
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This indetermination is possible only because there is under- 
determination of theories through experience; this thesis is elaborated 
through analogy with under-determination of a theory by a more 
rudimentary one. The global algebra of rational and irrational numbers; 
for example, is under- determined by the rational numbers. 


The whole of science, mathematics, natural and human is of a similar 
manner, but still more extremely under-determined by experience.! 


For Duhem, this under-determination is in the great part, the result of 
the impossibility to distinguish an observation from an interpretation. 
There is no fact that would allow us to separate what is relevant to 
signification from what is relevant to empiricism. Semantic Holism is in 
Opposition to a dualism proper to the two dogmas of empiricism which 
are according to Quine, the dogma of analyticity and that of 
reductionism of enunciation doted with meaning to enunciations bearing 
on immediate experience. Those two dogmas are related. 


One serves as a support for the other in the following way: As long as we 
admit the general idea of the confirmation or the invalidation of an 
individual enunciation it seems natural to consider the limit case of a 
confirmed enunciation 7pso facto, within all circumstances, and to judge the 
enunciation analytic.* 


Critique of Verificationism 


Quine stands against the idea of verification as proposed by the Vienna 
Circle. The credo according to which the sense of enunciation lies in its 
verification does not make justice to a theory in its totality and pretends 
to isolate within a theory the enunciation that would be individually 
submitted to verification. 


R. Carnap has, in the Elimination of Metaphysics through Logic Analysis of 
Language, defended the thesis of analytical / synthetic duality as follows: 


We can arrange enunciations (dotted with meaning) in the following way: 
First, those which are true in virtue of their form (or “tautology” according 
to Wittgenstein. They correspond almost to Kantian analytic judgments). 
They say nothing about reality. To this category belong formulas of logic 
and mathematics: They are not themselves enunciations about truth but 


1. Quine, “Les Deux Dogmes de l’Empirisme”, dans : De Vienne a Cambridge, l'héritage du positivisme 
logique de 1950 a nos jours, Op. Cit. ,p 111. 
2. Quine, “Les Deux Dogmes de ’Empirisme”, Op. Cit. , p. 107. 
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serve to their transformations. Second, come the negations of the first (or 
“contradictions”) which are contradictory, i.e. false in virtue of their forms. 
To decide about the truth or falsity of all the other enunciations, we must 
rely on protocol enunciations, which (true or false) are from there even 
subjects of experience and relate to empirical science. If we want to 
construct an enunciation which belongs to none of these categories, this 
enunciation will automatically be void of meaning.! 


Quine, for whom the unity of empirical signification is not enunciation 
but rather the totality of the science, makes the critic of this radical 
reductionism through: 


1) A semantic holism. An experience does never decide of the 
sense of an enunciation because it is not isolable. 

2) A methodological continuism that refutes frontiers between 
analytical propositions and synthetic ones. 


Critique of analyticity relies, according to Quine, upon the critique of 
synonymy: an analytical truth is generally characterized by the fact that 
we can replace synonyms by synonyms without prejudice for truth. The 
notion of synonymy, however, is not quite evident. It is especially 
dependant on the envisaged language, and the formulas of the 
lexicographer should not be taken for “evangelical words’; the 
substitutability solva veritate that synonymy allows “has no sense expect 
in relation to a language the scope of which is specified’: 


Concerning the problem of reductionism, difficulty results from the 
belief according to which we can submit enunciation individually to 
verification. 


The dogma of reductionism, survives in the supposition that each 
enunciation, isolated from its companions, can either be confirmed or 
denied. As far as I am concerned [...] I propose the idea that our 
enunciations concerning the outer world are judged by the sensible 
experience court, not individually, but only collectively.* 


Quine, however, envisages an ontological reduction in the absence of an 
analytical reduction. 


1. Manife du Cercle de Vienne, trad. Fr sous la direction d’Antonia Soulez, Paris, P.U.F., 1985, p.173 
“Translator’s words” 

2. Quine, “Les Deux Dogmes de ’Empirisme”, Op. Cit. , p. 91 

3. Ibid., p. 96. 

4, Ibid., p. 107. 
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Ontological Reduction 


One of the tasks of ontologists is to reduce ontology and amputate all 
that is not necessary. The theory of numbers sets an example of 
successful reduction: It is the passage of natural numbers to classes, with 
Frege. What imports is the capability of moving from an entity or a 
notion. Frege is not the only one who has applied a reduction of the 
number to a class of class. Von Neumann has also envisaged considering 
the cardinal ” as the class of natural numbets inferior to 7. These two 
versions simulate natural numbers without being coextensive and 
consetve, however, the structure: The true enunciations of arithmetic 
remain true when we move from a model (Frege) to another (Von 
Neumann). 


Speaking about ontology is being able to reduce it: we can now in a 
particular theory move from one universe to the profit of another, which 
is eventually part of the former. What matters is to keep the structure 
and to interpret one theory within the framework of another. This is 
achieved through a function of representation: a function that applies a 
universe on the totality or on the part of another; for example: the 
number of Gédel is a function of representation: It applies the formulas 
of the theory of demonstration to numbers. The functions of 
participation participate through this willingness to dispense with 
singular terms and to stimulate objects rather than referring to them. 
Objects of science are knots in a structure of enunciation. That’s why we 
can talk of an undifferentiated anthology. Events, for example, are 
considered as objects. 


An action or transaction can be identified with the physical objects 
consisting of a temporal segment or segments of the agent or agents for the 
duration.! 


What matters for a theory is the structure and not the choice of its 
objects. Ramsey and Russel have seen this point well but only in the 
relation to theoretical objects, as opposed to observable objects. 


1. Theories and Things, Cambridge (Mass.), Harvard University Press, 1994, 1st ed. 1981, ch 1, p.11. 
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I extend the doctrine to objects generally, for I see all objects as theoretical. 
This is a consequence of taking seriously the insight that I traced from 
Benthem, namely the semantic primacy of sentences.! 


The semantic principle of Bentham states: Enunciations, and not isolated 
words, have the primary role in the adventure of signification. 


Words are to enunciations what letters are to words: Components the 
signification of which is delivered only through the enunciation where 
they have an occurrence’. The proposition is considered by Bentham as a 
totality the elements of which take sense only in their mutual relation: 


What Bentham observed was that you have explained any term quite 
adequately if you have shown how all contexts in which you propose to use 
it can be paraphrased into antecedently intelligible language. [...] Sentences 
come to be seen as the primary repository of meaning, and words are seen as 
imbibing their meaning through their use in sentences .3 


Bentham, Frege and the Limits of Semantic Principles of 
contextuality 


This principle is common to Bentham and Frege; it is situated within a 
global evolution of empiricism according to Quine. There has been five 
turns in two hundred years. The first was the passage of ideas to words 
(Locke) with the taking into account of syncategorematic elements. The 
second resides in the accent put upon enunciations rather than on words 
(Bentham, Frege, Russel): categorematic elements become themselves 
syncategorematic, with taking into account contextual definitions and 
paraphrases. The semantic turn of Frege and Russel remain compatible 
with the idea that we understand enunciations from the construction of 
words understood beforehand. It means taking into account the limited 
number of words with the unlimited character of enunciations, but that 
does not hide the semantic principle of the anteriority of enunciations. 
Stating that the signification of enunciations comes first does not 
prevent from thinking that it is constructed from words because 
knowing words allows knowing their usage in enunciations. Definitions 


1. Ibid., p. 20. 

2. J. Beitieln « Essays on Language » in The Works of Jeremy Bentham, Bristol, Thommes Press, 
1995 (1s? ed. Logndon, John Bowring, 1838-1843), t. VHI, p. 323: “The first words must , in their 
signification, have been equivalent to whole phrases , to expressive phrases, for example, of 
suffering, enjoyment, desire and aversion”’. 


3. Quine, Theorise and Things, Op. Cit., ch 1, p.3. 
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of dictionaries are simple clauses of recursive definitions of enunciations’ 
signification. With the third, we move from the consideration of 
enunciations to that of their structure. Logic intervenes here in direct 
way because it is this science which links enunciations to each other. It is 
the theory that is considered and not enunciations taken separately (see 
Duhem’s Holism). The fourth is the adoption of methodological 
monism and the abandoning of the distinction between analytical and 
synthetic. The fifth is the adherence to naturalism, characterized by the 
abandoning of a philosophy in relation to natural science. It does not 
dismiss epistemology but reduces it to an empiricist psychology. It 
means understanding the system from the interior. These five steps are 
consecrated by the refusal of a Cartesian dream of a basis for scientific 
certitude that would be “firmer than scientific method itself”.’ 


As a consequence, this principle puts into question the notion of 
signification. Quine refuses the idea of a community of sense under the 
sign. Language is not the copy or the expression of a supra-linguistic 
signification. Similarly, the sense of words is not “an abstract model of 
the usage of words”*. Quine thinks that, in linguistics, we can’t do 
otherwise from being behaviorists: we have access to language only 
through the observation of the verbal behavior of others, “the mental 
life is indifferent for our accession to the mastery of language”? What to 
think then about the thesis of grammar as an innate structure defended 
by Chomsky? In a text dated 1968 entitled Linguistics and Philosophy’, 
Quine highlights its relation to Chomsky and recognizes a form of 
agreement between his behaviorism and the rationalism of Chomsky. He 
cites Chomsky with whom he is in accord. 


We must attempt to characterize the innate structure in a way to find two 
types of empirical conditioning. First of all, we have to attribute to the 
organism as innate property, a sufficiently rich structure to take into account 
the fact that the postulated grammar is acquired on the basis of prior access 
conditions to data; secondly we must not attribute to the organism a 
structure that is too rich that it becomes incompatible with data. 


Translating is to have access to signification and is to observe verbal 
behaviors. The advantage of behaviorism is to put on the same level the 


1. Pursuit of Truth, pgh 8, p.19 

2. « Le Mythe de la Signification », dans La Philosophie Analytique, Paris, Minuit, 1962, p.139. 
3. Pursuit of Truth, Op. Cit., pgph 14. “Translator’s words”. 

4. Quine, Ways of Paradox, Op. Cit., p.59. “Translator’s words”. 
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linguist who translates and the indigenous : both have access only 
through verbal behavior, not only the linguist who ignores everything 
about the indigenous, but also the indigenous himself in the mastery of 
his language did not have the access to something other than 
circumstances of elocution. To construct the translation manual, a 
privilege will be accorded to observational enunciations; the 
observational enunciation “being an enunciation upon which all locators 
render the same verdict when they are given the same concomitant 
stimulation” It is a sub-class of occasional enunciations; they are 
enunciations where there is no annex information. The more difficult it 
is to make conjectures about the intentions of the parole of others (we 
speak from our past experiences and future projects), the more possible 
it seems to start from an observational statement proposing either 
consent or dissent, as in the case where both the linguist and the 
indigenous are related by the concomitance of what is observed. To be 
more precise, Quine substitutes the notion of “situation”, shared by the 
linguist and the indigenous, by the notion of “stimulation similitude”’. 
The correspondence between the two statements of observation will take 
place in accordance with the same stimulatory paths. It is worth-noting 
that Quine starts from observational statements and not from 
observation to short-circuit the question “observation for whom?” and 
to avoid all subjectivity. 


There remains a problem in relation with similitude of stimulation’. How 
can there be similitude when individuals do not have the same sensorial 
receptors? Quine displaces this question by speaking about similar 
stimulations of a single locator. All that is related to inter-subjectivity will 
be put into the account of translation. But even in that case, we can’t 
easily generalize by saying that one enunciation is observational for a 
whole community when it is so for each of its individuals. The 
Davidsonian solution through recurrence to shared cause instead of 
corporal stimulation has got a heavy anthological price: what does a 
“shared situation” in that case mean? The scientific method must stay on 
course of ontological reduction. In this sense, it can’t take as an obliged 
starting point the cause or the reference. The ontological indifference 
must allow us to refer “freely to nervous endings, to rabbits and to 
physical objects”. 


1. Relativité de Vontologie, p.101 
2. Pursuit of Truth, Op. Cit., pgph 15. 
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The similitude of stimulations wouldn’t be inter-subjective: the linguist as 
well as the indigenous will have their own stimulatory path. The 
translation is based on external elements of communication only, such as 
the pronounced parole, the “orientation” of the indigenous. One of the 
paradigms of translation is the learning of language by the child. 
Language learning is achieved through the association of statements to 
stimulations. 


Language is learnt or acquired the assembly of an indefinite series of 
conditioned reflexes bringing into play the organs of phonation in response 
to sensorial excitations.! 


The child has approved when he says “red”, a verbal behavior, in the 
presence of red, an external situation. The more reinforced the learning 
is, the more reduced is the non linguistic part. But it remains that 
knowledge of language and the language of the world form the same set. 
The criteria for verbal behavior accuracy will be “How the scene would 
look from there” and not the situation on the cause of what is seen. 


The Holism will be expressed here by “empathy”. This notion will play a 
double role: dispensing us from knowing the perspective system of the 
other and allowing us to give an image of holism in the translation: 
empathy is a “gift similar to our capacity of recognizing faces while being 
incapable of drawing or describing them.” 


By abandoning the sharing of stimulatory paths, the factual element is no 
more the observational statement but “the easiness of conversation”. 
The paths can be totally private but not the common language which is 
truly shared. If every stimulatory path is private, the equivalence among 
these paths is public. 


If statements of observation are starting point of radical translation due 
to concomitance of situation, there remains a pure experience of 
thinking. It is radical because it is. 


The translation of the language of people remaining so far disconnected 
from civilization. It is there that we will ever see a strictly empirical 
signification get detached, with no relation to our habitual modes of 
expression. 


1. « Le Mythe de la Signification », Op. Cit, p. 141 
2. Ibid. 
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Without a prior dictionary, and with the help of observed behaviors, a 
manual is put in place. The translation task is going to rest on an 
indicative method of manual construction: the statements of observation 
are going to be composed among themselves, in accordance with the 
logic ties that the linguist disposes of, while always keeping ascent or 
descent as criteria. The inductive process consists in respecting a 
principle of compositionality of statements on the basis of observational 
ones. It is this way that “hypothetical analytics” are born (every AB is A, 
every AB is B, B’s are themselves suggested by A’s). Recurrence to such 
hypothesis is the outcome of the much reduced ostentation in language 
learning. These hypotheses are consequently a dictionary or a grammar; 
“concordance tables”'. Hypothesis intervenes here when the linguist 
draws parallelism between such a sentence of the indigenous and 
particular words of his proper language. The translation manual provides 
itself as a semantic correlation. The role of analytic hypothesis consists in 
“implanting on the old domestic bush enough exotic offshoots so that 
the exotic captures the sight from far only’””.These hypotheses are also 
the only medium for a linguist to find general terms in the indigenous 


language. 


Objection to Chomsky and Rejection of Mentalism 


Quine views here the compatibility between the theory starting from the 
innate structure and its need for analytic hypotheses: 


If anti-empiricism or the anti behaviorism of Chomsky simply says that 
conditioning is insufficient to explain the learning of language, then his doctrine 
is in line with my doctrine of the indetermination of translation? 


Behaviorism is then not reduced to conditioned answers but reposes on 
observational statements. But behaviorism rejects the naif mentalism of 
empiricism and 


Forgives recurrence to introspection which is favored by Chomsky, but 
forgives it only as a means to get the conjectures or conclusions in the only 


1. Le mot et la Chose, trad.fr par J. Dopp et P. Gochet, Paris, Flammarion, p. 112. “Translator’s 
words” 

2. « Le Mythe de la Signification », Op. Cit, p. 157. “Translator’s words” 

3. Ways of Paradox, Op. Cit., p. 58 
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measure where the meaning of these can be given in terms of external 
observation.! 


The rejection of mentalism is the rejection of privilege attributed to 
ideas. The issue is about speaking “a drastic externalization” and putting 
the accent not on ideas but on “the social institution of language”. 
Speaking of ideas becomes satisfying only in the presence of means to 
paraphrase them in terms of “dispositions of an observable behavior’”. 
This way, it is never excluded to speak of innate disposition to refer to 
behavior. There remains that through emphasizing circumstances which 
provoke and condition the need for expression, Quine highlights the 
adaptive and social character of language. The parable of trimmed 
bushes evoked in paragraph 16° is a reminder that signification is not to 
be sought in “detail des brindilles”’. (How is a particular word 
appropriate to a particular person), but within (the general form of the 
trimmed bush””). 


Many individuals raised in the same linguistic milieu look like among themselves 
like these shrubs which we trim in the form of elephants. As many shrubs, as 
many different arrangements of major branches and boughs yielding in the hole 
to the same elephantine silhouette, the anatomic detail differs with each bush. 
But from the exterior, the result is the same.5 


The semantic principle of Bentham is at work: observational statements 
will become simple words in analytic hypotheses. The method is 
recursive and allows obtaining a translation manual, with always the same 
process to submit every step to consent. Some help; however, within the 
conjectural construction of the manual: 1) “continuity” between verbal 
emission may lead to think that there is a link between them; (2) putting 
them in relation may suggest logical ties relevant for other connections; 
(3) psychological empathy: Every time we believe being in the shoes of 
the indigenous. This manual will be measured as to its success within 
communication and the criterion is pragmatic: measuring a concept 
through the effects it causes. By gathering these affects, we will have the 
characteristics of the concept: “in the light of his success and failures of 
communication’. 


1. Idem “Translator’s words” 

2. Idem, p.58 “Translator’s words” 

3. Pursuit of Truth, Op. Cit. , p.44 

4. “Le mythe de la Signification”, Op. Cit, p. 143 
5. Ibid. 
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There are then no significations to hypostasize or grammar to codify. 
The essence of behaviorism is to reject every introspection and every 
internal subjective state postulation. The conditioning principle plays an 
important role in behaviorism. For Quine, this conditioning is related to 
the reinforcement accorded to retained translations through consent. 
The conformity of the two manuals with observed behaviors may take 
place without these manuals being interchangeable. They can even be 
incompatible as to certain points. It is the thesis of translation 
indetermination, which is at the same time an under-determination of the 
translation manual through the empirical data that the linguist possesses. 
The consequence on meaning is immediate: there is no decisive fact that 
can establish the signification of an expression and there is nothing that 
can guarantee the identity of signification. Every objective reality is 
disowned. What the thesis of translation indetermination shows is that 
ontological reduction can’t be accompanied with an epistemological 
reduction: we can’t reduce the statements of a theory to logico- 
mathematical and observation ones. There may be a pretention to the 
truth of two translation relations without there being a possibility to 
jump from one statement included in one manual to a second in another 
manual. The charity principle is at work in a bid that the linguist assumes 
that the “attitudes and modes of thinking of the indigenous are similar to 
his”. In particular, the linguist will seek to preserve the logic ties that 
govern his proper language. The charity principle as formulated by 
N.Wilson (1959) consists in saving the maximum of logic truths that the 
linguist possesses. 


Consequently, ontology is always relative to a translation manual. If we 
position ourselves within the mother tongue, we can obtain, through 
delegating functions, permutations without identity (0 is the empty set , 
codifying an expression through a number, etc). If transformation is 
according to identity, this is equivalent to operating a simple dedication. 


For Quine, translation gives access to signification. What it renders with 
most exactitude are the categorical statements of observation (all ravens 
are black): Hence the idea of taking the “empirical content of statement” 
(a set of categorical statements of synthetic observation that the 
statement implies) as an inter-linguist nucleus; but to do with all 
statements that do not reach “this critical mass”; i.e. those which escape 
from control. A set of statements which have a critical mass; i.e. which 
implies synthetic categorical statements as empirical content. Even in this 
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case, Quine refuses to consider this shared content as a possible 
condition of signification (meaningfulness). 


Equivalent Statements? 


Similarly, Quine questions substitution as a criterion for similitude of 
significations. Substituting a signification for another Salva veritate has 
been the criterion retained by the logic tradition of Frege. 


Quine submits signification to the test of translation, or in this case, 
“interchanging expressions would turn the context into nonsense if the 
expressions belong to different languages”. (“Putting an expression in 
the place of another will make of context a non sense if they belong to 
different languages’’). To the criterion of substitutability being semantic, 
Quine substitutes a pragmatic criterion: “signifying for us similarity 
means simply that we communicate with success”. Rather than looking 
for hypothetical identity of meaning that would make of it an abstract 
entity, Quine refers to language learning from “shared observable 
circumstances.” 


Certainly we can resort to substitution, as an expedient, within the 
boundaries of the same language. But if in this case the statements could 
be viewed “cognitively equivalent”, in the sense that the empirical 
content engaged by these statements is not affected, the application of 
this equivalence engenders a problem due to holism: the empirical 
content is rather always “idealized’’, seen that it consists in “in the whole 
of all synthetic observation contents implied by the statement”.' It is 
only this way that we get to “critical semantic mass”’. Or such a mass 
can’t by itself be enough. 


Two other ways are envisaged to take cognitive equivalence into account: 
that of consent as a criterion, but this does not fit for permanent 
statements and is suitable only for occasional ones, and the analytic way. 


The consent way allows translating the identity requirement of 
signification in dispositional terms. 


The identity of signification of two occasional enunciations, for a particular 
locator, at a particular stage in his development, lies in the disposition he has 


! Poursuite de la Vérité, pgph 7 
2 Idem. “Translator’s words” 
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in himself, to give the same verdict (assentment, dissentment, abstention) on 
the two enunciations in each occasion.! 


This disposition is maintained by our own capacity of adaption to our 
world seen that we need to make projects but also within the theoretical 
framework of regularities and similitude in our need to decide. This is 
out introspective psychology. 


In permanent statements, free of elocution circumstances, we reach to 
reintroduce unjustified abstract entities like propositions, considering 
them as bearers of true values of truth that statements only would 
express them (position of Frege). Propositions are like ghosts introduced 
in the machine. 


Which is in fact a fortuitous mixture of considerations can induce in the 
imagination of a locator the apparition of a unitary entity, a foggy idea of 
signification supposed to be indifferently vehiculated by the two 
enunciations.? 


This one is reformulated: not analytic in the sense of “true by virtue of 
signification of terms’, but in the sense where the consent is given in 
virtue of learned words. By schematizing the analyticity of terms of 
consent, Quine injects within this concept his linguistic behaviorism: the 
taking into account of the usage. Every time, the temptation to 
hypothesize the meaning has to be abandoned. By contesting the verbal 
aspect of analyticity, Quine also contests that this principle could give “a 
general concept of cognitive equivalence”’. 


Conclusion: Use of Dictionaries 


Quine has been capable to highlight the limits of a cognitive equivalence 
of statements. This equivalence would not mobilize the simple universe 
of significations, were they analytic, without reporting them to empiric 
content and the consent of locutors. 


There remains to interrogate the lexicographer who, ordinarily, is 
perceived as doing a work of explanation of significations through 
dictionaries. It is this very idea that Quine opposes 


1. From Stimulus to Science, Cambridge (Mass), Harvard University Press, 1995, p. 76 
2. [bid., p. 77. “Translator’s words” 
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Dictionaries have for purpose neither “the cognitive equivalence between 
enunciations nor the synonymy between terms” the lexicographer 
“absolutely presupposes no notion of signification. 


He rather aims at rendering communication more blind by describing 
not words or properties of objects to which these words refer but their 
usage in enunciations. The task is to make understand and not to signify. 
Quine substitutes signification by the paradigm of comprehension. This 
is clear for all terms related to abstract objects as well as for 
“orammatical particles’. The lexicographer aims at rendering 
enunciations useable and exploring their meaning. The substitution of an 
expression by another, in this case, has nothing for a goal except to 
enable the reader to produce usages of words in different contexts. 
Learning the usage of words is not learning their potential synonymy. It 
is looking for understanding; it is reducing the degree of surprise when 
we hear about the usage of a word. Comprehension puts us on the 
ground with the behavior of locutors. What matters is the usage of the 
word in various and different situations. 


A practical dictionary does not make distinction between linguistic 
information about a term and factual information about its denotation. The 
purpose being simply the success of the user in the exercise of language.! 


It should also be admitted that no criterion can be submitted to 
comprehension because a surprising usage can also yield to another real 
mockery rather than an inhabitual usage. Moreover, understanding is an 
adaptation matter which remains vague and susceptible to degrees. 
Fluidity of conservation only remains the true criterion. If the 
enunciation is fundamental, the task of understanding can be exercised 
only on a word and even in such a case, this would be achieved only in 
“varying the enunciation where it figures”’. 
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Abstract. The following article aims to show (1) that recent 
criticisms on Quine arguing that the use of the quantificational 
idiom in ontology had a dammaging effect on ontology are 
misguided: they have proved historically false, and theoretically 
irrelevent. It aims to show (2) that, on the contrary, there are at 
least two ways to do your ontological job with the quantificational 
apparatus from a quinian starting point: one which takes 
existential quantification to be a fundamental structure on a par 
with natural fondamental properties — I call it « realist monism » ; 
the other which takes quantification to be fundamental but not 
univocal — I call it « realist pluralism ». The latter provides a 
correct semantics to modes of being, which paves the way for a 
new treatment of the traditionnal ontological question of modes 
of being. 


Keywords. Ontology, Quine, quantification, existential 
quantification, realist monisme, realist pluralism, Sider. 
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1 Les sections 1 et 2 de cet article sont parues sous le titre de : « Quantification et ontologie : 
Quine et aprés Quine » dans Métaphysiques contemporaines, Vrin, 2018, éd. G. Kévorkian. Nous 
remercions les éditions Vrin de nous avoir autorisés 4 les reproduire. Les sections 3 a 6 sont 
inédites. 
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Résumé. L’article qui suit a pour but de démontrer (1) que les 
critiques récentes de Quine, qui ont prétendu montrer que usage 
de Vidiome quantificationnel en ontologie a eu un effet 
dévastateur sur Tontologie, se sont révélées a la fois 
historiquement fausses et théoriquement sans pertinence. II 
montte (2) que, bien au contraire, il y a au moins deux moyens de 
pratiquer l’ontologie par le moyen de lappareil quantificationnel : 
Pun, qui entend la quantification existentielle comme une 
structure fondamentale de la réalité, au méme plan que les 


proprictés naturelles fondamentales — je lappelle « monisme 
réaliste»; autre, qui entend la quantification comme 
fondamentale mais non  univoque — je _ lappelle 


« pluralisme réaliste ». Le pluralisme réaliste parvient a fournir une 
sémantique correcte des modes deétre, ce qui relance les 
anciennes questions de l’ontologie traditionnelle. 


Mots-clés. Ontologie, Quine, quantification, quantification 
existentielle, monisme réaliste, pluralisme réaliste, Sider. 


Dans la Présentation quwil consacre a «La question de [étre, 
aujourd’hui»', Jean-Francois Courtine résume le partage entre 
continentaux et analytiques ainsi : « Analytiquement parlant, la “question 
de l’étre” n’est pas une question, ou en tout cas, pas une question qui se 
pose sensément’. » Et si «analytiquement parlant» (i.e., pour la 
philosophie analytique) la « question de |’étre » ne se pose pas, c’est parce 
que les €noncés ontologiques y sont systématiquement référés a la norme 
quinienne de «lengagement» ou de «Ilassomption » ontologique : 
Quine réduit en effet la question de l’étre a la question de l’existence tout 
en réduisant la question de l’existence a la question de savoir quelles sont 


1 Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale 4, Octobre 2006 (notée RMM : 2006). 
2 J.-F. Courtine, RMM : 2006, p. 433-4. 
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les entités que nos meilleures théories doivent assumer ou présupposet' 
pour étre vraies. Ainsi, la théorie de la gravitation assume l’existence de 
corps pourvus d’une certaine masse quand elle énonce que deux corps 
quelconques s'attirent en raison de leur masse (et en raison inverse du 
carré de leur distance de leurs centres de gravité). Ces engagements 
ontologiques des théories sont eux-mémes révélés, selon Quine, par une 
procédure de traduction de leurs énoncés dans une langue formelle, la 
logique de premier ordre, qui fait apparaitre explicitement l’entité 
assumée par le moyen de la variable, x, qui en porte la référence : dans la 
traduction formelle des énoncés de la théorie, l’entité qui prend la valeur 


dune variable (liée au quantificateur existentiel’ ‘4’) est celle dont la 
théorie assume l’existence. Le sens de l’étre, ou de |’existence, est alors 
exclusivement rendu par le quantificateur existentiel de la logique du 


premier ordre: ‘(4)’. D’ou la formule quinienne de Vengagement 
ontologique qui sert de norme a toute ontologie future : « Etre, c’est étre 
la valeur d’une variable liée »’. 


Toujours dans « La question de létre aujourd’hui », Stéphane Chauvier 
explicite la réduction de la question de l’étre formulée par J.-F. Courtine : 
« On pourrait, en premiére approche, écrit-il, étre tenté de répondre que 
Paffaire propre de la métaphysique analytique, c’est ce qu’il y a »* ; mais il 
enchaine : « En amont des réponses du métaphysicien, il y a, non pas la 
question énigmatique « Qu’y a-t-il ? », mais une pluralité de questions de 
la forme « Y a-t-il des F?». En somme, la question de l’étre serait 
réduite a la question de lexistence de tel ou tel type d’entités, des F ou 
des G, des quarks ou des nombres, et cela pour les théories qui les 
assument ou s’y engagent dans leurs expressions. A la premiére réduction 
de la différence de l’étre et de l’existence succéde donc la réduction de la 
différence entre des types d’entités d’une part et des types d’existence 


1 En fait, assomption ontologique et présuppositions ne sont pas tout 4 fait substituables, méme 
si J. Hintikka a interprété Pune par Pautre. Voir la-dessus l’excellent P. Gochet, Quine en perspective, 
Paris, Flammarion, 1978, p. 104-105. 

2 Si une théorie, traduite dans la logique du premier ordre avec quantification qui fait apparaitre 
les assomptions d’existence, implique (Ax) (x est un nombre premier) (« il existe au moins un x tel 
que x est un nombre premier »), c’est qu’elle assume l’existence d’au moins un nombre premier 
qui rend vrai cette formule ; si elle implique (Ax) (x est un événement), c’est qu’elle assume 
existence d’entités du type « événement » qui rend vraie cette formule, etc. 

3 W. V. Quine, « De ce qui est » dans Du point de vue logique, tr. sous la direction de S. Laugier, 
Paris, Vrin, 2003, p. 43. 

4S. Chauvier, RMM : 2006, p. 497. 

5 S. Chauvier, RMM : 2006, p. 497. 
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entre les entités de tel ou tel type d’autre part — quarks ou nombres, 
arbres ou nuages, substances ou trous. 


Les jugements de J.-F. Courtine et de S. Chauvier comportent au moins 
deux moments qu'il faut distinguer. Le premier moment porte sur le 
blocage de la question de l’étre dans la tradition analytique. Et il est vrai 
que Carnap, suivant Frege et Russell, a voulu montrer, exemples a 
Pappui, comment les ambiguités des énoncés métaphysiques qui 
emploient notamment le verbe « étre » les rendent dépourvus de sens (au 
sens strict «dune suite de mots qui ne constitue pas un énoncé a 
Pintérieur dune certaine langue donnée »'). Le second moment porte 
plutot sur la réduction (quinienne) de la question de l’étre* ; mais il faut 
entendre aussi que dans la réduction le blocage a été dépassé. Quine 
restitue en effet une sémantique et une syntaxe correctes a I’ « étre » qui 
en délimitent trés strictement ’emploi et le garantit — mais avec pour 
contrecoup, on l’a vu, la réduction de toute ontologie qui voudrait 
distinguer des degrés dans l’existence, des modes de l’étre, en somme par 
réduction de « la question de l’étre » ou reconduction de cette question a 
la question de l’existence (de F ou de G). 


Si ce blocage et cette réduction sont grosso modo descriptivement 
corrects, ont-ils une valeur normative ? Est-il vrai que «la philosophie 
analytique » ne puisse se poser la question de l’étre, compte tenu du role 
de la langue logique et de la méthode qu’elle adopte ? Plus précisément, 
le lien de la quantification et de lontologie, usage du quantificateur 
existentiel en ontologie, font-il barrage a la question du sens de l’étre ? 
Nous tenterons de montrer que le couplage de la quantification et de 
Pontologie ne réduit pas techniquement la question de l’étre, ou de 
Pexistence, au slogan quinien — contrairement a ce que qu’affirment et 
répétent les lectures interne et externe de la tradition analytique. 


1 R. Carnap, « Le dépassement de la métaphysique par l’analyse logique du langage », tr. A. 
Soulez, dans Le Néant, éds. J. Laurent et C. Romano, Paris, PUF, 2006, p. 536. Ainsi, rappelle 
Carnap, la preuve ontologique repose sur la déduction de l’existence de Dieu en prenant 
lexistence comme un prédicat comme les autres, sagesse, bonté, puissance, de sorte qu’on déduit 
existence de la perfection, alors que l’existence n’est tout simplement pas un prédicat. 

2 Une objection qui pourrait étre formulée serait de nier qu’une reconduction de la question de 
Pétre a un discours de type méta-ontologique pourrait constituer une « question» ou un 
« questionnement » sur l’étre. Il faudrait alors montrer qu’il y a une réflexion sur la question et les 
questions dans la tradition analytique (celle de Nicholas Rescher par exemple) d’une part et 
récuser qu’au prétexte qu’une métaontologie adopte une méthode elle-méme dite analytique, en 
un sens minimal, elle ne puisse étre prise pour un questionnement ontologique. 
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1. Le sens de l’étre « analytiquement parlant » 


Il ne s’agit pas ici de retracer les différents courants en philosophique 
analytique qui se partagent entre tenants de l’univocité du sens de I’étte, 
identifié a Vexistence, ou de Véquivocité du sens de létre', mais 
seulement de documenter l’énoncé de J.-F. Courtine, certes schématique, 
mais qui correspond bien au paradigme dominant et a une lecture interne 
a cette tradition : 


La conception standard aujourd’hui, écrit Z. Gendler Szabo dans The 
Oxford Handbook of Metaphysics, est que nous pouvons - saisir 
adéquatement la signification des phrases comme «Il y a des Fs», 
« Certaines choses sont des Fs», ou «des Fs existent» a travers la 
quantification existentielle. Avec pour résultat que peu de crédit est donné a 
Pidée que nous devons distinguer entre différents genres ou degrés 
dexistence?. 


Le sens de létre et les « vices logiques » : Carnap 


L’affirmation de J.-F. Courtine selon laquelle « la question du sens de 
Petre » ne se pose pas « analytiquement parlant », ou qu’elle ne se pose 
« pas sensément »’, prend son ancrage dans le texte de Carnap de 1932, 
« Le dépassement de la métaphysique par l’analyse logique du langage », 
puis dans le texte de Quine de 1948, « De ce qui est ». Elle passe sous 
silence la difference historique de la relation négative de ces deux auteurs 
a Pontologie. Les discours de métaphysique analytique contemporains 
restent hostiles 4 Pontologie quand ils héritent de Carnap : ils ’estiment 
superficielle ou triviale ; ils la ramifient au contraire quand ils héritent de 
Quine : la critique quinienne de la position anti-métaphysique de Carnap 
a eu ironiquement pour résultat de rendre florissante une ontologie pour 
laquelle Quine lui-méme entretenait une grande défiance. Putnam le 
rappelait encore récemment : 


«Comment se fait-il», le lecteur pourrait-il se demander, « que c’est 
précisément dans la philosophie analytique — un genre de philosophie qui, 


1 Deux principes de classement sont pertinents : l’admission d’un ou de plusieurs sens de l’étre 
dune part, la conséquence qu’on en tire de la possibilité ou de Pimpossibilité d’un discours sensé 
sur l’étre d’autre part. Pour des précisions sur ce point, et ses effets en histoire de la philosophie, 
je me permets de renvoyer a G. Kévorkian : « “L’invention de la proposition” dans le Sophiste de 
Platon : une projection des paradigmes aristotéliciens et frégéens de la prédication » dans Le 
langage, ed. G. Kévorkian, Paris, Vrin, 2013, p. 34-37. Cf. infra. 

2 Z. Gendler Szabo, « Nominalism » in The Oxford Handbook of Metaphysics, Oxford, Oxford U.-P., 
2003, p. 13. 

3 RMM, att. cit., p. 433. 
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pendant de nombreuses années, a été hostile au mot méme d’“ontologie” — 
que P’Ontologie fleurit ? » Si nous demandons quand l’Ontologie est devenue 
un sujet respectable pour les recherches d’un philosophe analytique, le 
mystére disparait. Elle est devenue respectable en 1948 quand Quine publia 
son article célébre intitulé « De ce qui est »!. 


Ces préalables indiqués, on peut rappeler la position carnapienne : a la 
suite de Frege et Russell, dans « Le dépassement de la métaphysique par 
Panalyse logique du langage», Carnap a fixé lanti-métaphysique du 
positivisme logique selon laquelle « le sens de létre » révéle, 4 Panalyse 
logique, une ambiguité qui affecte la plupart des fautes logiques 
commises en métaphysique. Les expressions qui emploient l’étre sont 
ainsi des simili-cnoncés ou pseudo-énoncés (Scheinsatze) dont les 
éléments (le vocabulaire) sont dépourvus de signification et dont les 
agencements sont contraires a la syntaxe. Ainsi, au point 6. («« Toute 
métaphysique est dépourvue de sens ») Carnap énonce : 


La plupart des fautes logiques commises dans les simili-énoncés reposent sur 
des vices logiques qui sont inhérents a ’emploi du verbe « étre » dans notre 
langue (...). La premiere faute est li¢e 4 ’ambiguité du verbe “étre’ qui joue 
tantot le role de copule pour un prédicat (« je suis affamé »), tantot celui 
dindicateur d’existence (« je suis »). Cette faute est aggravée par le fait que 
bien souvent les métaphysiciens ne sont pas au clair quant a cette ambiguité. 
La deuxiéme faute tient a la forme du verbe pris dans sa seconde acception, 
celle de existence. Cette forme produit Villusion d’un prédicat, la ou il n’y 
en a pas. Or, on sait depuis longtemps que l’existence n’est pas un caractére 
attributif (voir Kant et sa réfutation de la preuve ontologique de l’existence 
de Dieu). Mais seule la logique moderne est pleinement conséquente?. 


Cette analyse manifeste une position plus générale en métaphysique. Le 
cadre linguistique? dans lequel sont formulées les questions 
métaphysiques étant incorrect, les termes généraux qui figurent dans ces 
questions (les « nombres» par exemple, dans le débat qui oppose 
nominalisme et réalisme sur leur existence) ne peuvent étre conservés 
qu’a la condition qu’ils soient soumis au cadre linguistique correct de la 
science a laquelle ils appartiennent et dans laquelle ils recotvent une 
signification précise (en arithmétique, on peut légitimement parler de 


1H. Putnam, Evbics without ontology, Cambridge MA, MIT Press, 2004, p. 78-79. 

2 R. Carnap, « Le dépassement de la métaphysique par analyse logique du langage », tr. A. 
Soulez, dans Le Néant, Op. Cit, p. 551. Pour une autre critique que celle de Carnap de la 
conception heideggérienne du « Néant», on se reportera a F. Nef, La force du vide, Paris, Le 
Seuil, 2011, ch. 5: « Réfutation du vide nihiliste ». 

3 L’ensemble des régles qui gouvernent Pusage des termes et prédicats. 
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« nombres »). Négativement, cela signifie que les termes généraux pris en 
eux-mémes, indépendamment du domaine ot une théorie leur confére 
une signification précise, n’ont aucun poids ontologique, aucune référence 
ontologique. D’ou la distinction carnapienne, plus tardive, des « questions 
internes » et des « questions externes »: les premiéres portent sur l’existence 
d’entités a Pintérieur du cadre linguistique d’une science qui les inclut dans son 
domaine, on peut y formuler correctement une question d’existence 
(Parithmétique peut formuler la question de savoir s’il y a un nombre premier 
supérieur 4 100) ; les secondes portent, de maniére illégitime, sur lexistence 
dentités indépendamment d’une restriction de domaine ou, si ’on veut, dans 
Pabsolu (le métaphysicien prétend, a tort, formuler correctement la question de 
savoir s’il y a des nombres). 


Dans la section 3 de Varticle de 1950, « Empirisme, sémantique et 
ontologie », intitulée : « Que signifie ’acceptation d’un genre C’entités ? », 
Carnap écrit en effet : 


Si quelqu’un veut parler dans son langage d’un nouveau genre d’entités, il 
doit introduire un systeme de nouvelles fagons de parler, assujetties a des 
régles nouvelles; nous parlerons alors de construction d’un cadre 
linguistique pour les nouvelles entités en question!. 


Puis il en tire une conséquence ontologiquement « déflationniste » : 


Aprés introduction de nouvelles formes dans le langage, il est possible de 
formuler grace a elles des questions internes et des réponses possibles a ces 
questions. Une question de ce gente peut étre soit empirique, soit 
logique (...). Des questions internes nous devons clairement distinguer les 
questions externes, i.e. les questions philosophiques concernant l’existence 
ou la réalité du systéme total des nouvelles entités. De nombreux 
philosophes considérent une question de ce genre comme une question 
ontologique qu’on doit poser et résoudre avant dintroduire de nouvelles 
formes de langage (...). En opposition a ce point de vue, nous soutenons 
que Tintroduction de nouvelles maniéres de parler n’a pas besoin de 
justification théorique parce qu’elle n’implique aucune assertion de réalité?. 


En d’autres termes, l’introduction d’un fragment de langage n’implique 
pas introduction d’entités correspondantes hors du fragment de 
langage, par exemple de « nombres » distincts et hors des « nombres-de- 


1 R. Carnap, « Empirisme, sémantique et ontologie », dans Signification et nécessité, « Sapplément », 
tr. F. Rivenc et Ph. de Rouilhan, Paris, Gallimard, 1997, p. 315. Nous soulignons. 
2 R. Carnap, « Empirisme, sémantique et ontologie », dans Signification et nécessité, « Supplément », 
tr. F. Rivenc et Ph. de Rouilhan, Paris, Gallimard, 1997, p. 325. Nous soulignons. 
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Parithmétique ». Il s’ensuit, an plan «externe», que les débats 
métaphysiques sont soit superficiels (ils peuvent étre ramenés a des 
questions d’existence triviales), soit dépourvus de sens (ils ne peuvent 
engager ni a la position ni a la suppression des entités débattues) ; au 
plan « interne », il s’ensuit qu'il y a autant d’engagements sur des entités a 
Pintérieur des théories quwil y a de domaines de quantification (c’est-a- 
dire de domaines dans lesquels une théorie admet qu'il existe au moins 
une entité assumée pat le langage). Cela signifie, et c’est capital, qu’on ne 
peut dire en un méme sens: « un nombre premier existe », « un atome 
existe », puisqu’exister pour un nombre premier c’est « exister-au-sens- 
de-larithmétique », pour un atome cst « exister-au-sens-de-la- 
physique ». Or sur ces deux points, enrégimentation ultérieure par 
Quine du sens de l’étre (i.e. la traduction dans Pidiome quantificationnel 
des engagements ontologiques) permet de passer du _blocage 
métaphysique a la réduction repérée par J.-F. Courtine. 


Engagement ontologique et engagement ontique : Quine 


Dans l’article de 1951, « Sur les idées de Carnap sur Pontologie »', Quine 
récuse le principe sur lequel repose la partition des « questions internes » 
et des « questions externes » (la fameuse distinction des énoncés en 
analytiques et synthétiques). Ce déblocage conduit, sinon a réhabiliter les 
positions d’existence «externes» de Vontologie (««Y a-t-il des 
nombres ?»), du moins a les situer au méme plan que les engagements 
dexistence « internes » aux théories scientifiques («« Y a-t-il un nombre 
premier supérieur a 100? »). Contrairement a linterprétation recue de 
Quine, qui voudrait que ce mouvement réhabilite ’ontologie en traitant 
ses engagements a égalité avec ceux des théories scientifiques, cela 
conduit plutot a niveler tout engagement ontologique en limitant 
Pimport existentiel au cadre des langues théoriques et de leur traduction 
formelle dans lesquelles il s’énonce. Le déblocage va ainsi de paire avec la 
réduction puisque l’idiome quantificationnel de la langue de traduction, la 
logique formelle du premier ordre, unifie les différents sens de l’existence 
que Carnap assignait a chaque théorie et chaque fragment de langage. Au 
« pluralisme » de Carnap, Quine oppose donc un « monisme » du sens du 
quantificateur existentiel ; mais ce « monisme » constitue une objection 
amicale puisque Quine y reconduit la méfiance ontologique de Carnap a 
Pendroit dune position d’existence absolue, hors de la théorie, des 


1 Dans The ways of Paradox and Other Essays, New York, Random House, 1976, p. 126-34. Une 
traduction en est parue chez Vrin en 2011 sous la direction de S. Bozon et S. Plaud. 
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entités engagées par le quantificateur existentiel : il n’y a d’engagement 
ontologique que dans un langage et non avant ou indépendamment d’un 
choix de langage. Etayons ce balancement. 


Carnap pensait qu'il n’y a pas de sens a parler de l’existence en général, 
Passertion d’existence étant interne a chaque cadre linguistique donné, 
donc a chaque domaine de variable introduit pour le cadre linguistique, 
chaque domaine de variable ayant un type de variable correspondant au 
langage introduit, donc un quantificateur propre : par exemple, Ja pour 
Pexistence en arithmétique, 4b pour l’existence en biologie, etc. D’ou le 
« pluralisme » sémantique pour le quantificateur existentiel. Or, selon 
Quine, en utilisant différents domaines de quantification, Carnap ne 
justifie pas qu'il soit nécessaire d utiliser différents sens de la 
quantification. Formuler les questions d’existence a Tintérieur d’un 
langage n’implique pas de multiplier les quantificateurs existentiels : il 
faudrait effecttvement que nos variables ne prennent pour valeur que les 
entités du domaine considéré a l’exclusion de tout autre (les nombres, a 
Pexclusion des points par exemple). Quine pense, contre Carnap, que 
toute question d’existence se formule (et doit se formuler) a lintérieur 
dun méme langage (le meilleur langage disponible), qu’elle soit une 
question ontologique (« externe » selon Carnap, comme dans : « existe-t- 
il des nombres ?»), ou une question arithmétique (« interne » selon 
Carnap, comme dans « existe-t-il un nombre premier supérieur a 100 ? »). 
Ainsi, écrit-il : 


Si notre langage référe 2 des nombres par le moyen de variables qui prennent 
pour valeur d’autres classes que celle des nombres, alors la question de 
savoir s'il y a des nombres devient une question de sous-classe, sur un pied 
dégalité avec la question de savoir s’il y a des nombres premiers supérieurs a 
cent!, 


Quine peut alors supprimer lopposition des « questions externes » et des 
« questions internes » et conclure: «les réserves de Carnap a lendroit 
des A/hyorter (des termes universels) cessent maintenant de s’appliquer, et 
ce quil trouvait a reprendre dans les questions philosophiques 
d’existence disparait également »”, 


1 Ibid. 
2 W.V. Quine, « Existence et quantification » dans Redativité de lontologie et autres essais, tt. J. 
Largeault, Paris, Aubier, 1977, p. 112. 
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Le blocage et la réduction, que nous venons de décrire, indiquent que 
Pinflation des questions ontologiques aprés Quine se fait malgré la 
défiance de Quine pour ces questions : le « monisme » de Quine ne doit 
pas étre pris pour un « absolutisme » : « Si Quine parle de ’engagement 
ontologique ou ontique dune théorie, précise Kevin Mulligan, celui-ci ne 
se confond nullement avec un engagement métaphysique ou existentiel 
quelconque »'. Le critére quantificationnel quinien de lengagement 
ontique ne nous informe pas sur ce qui existe: il ne fournit pas 
Pameublement des différentes régions du monde ; il ne nous informe pas 
non plus sur ce qui existe en général: il ne fournit pas ’ameublement 
général du monde — si tant est que la distinction entre ontologie 
régionale et ontologie générale, on vient de le voir, puisse étre retenue. II 
nous informe plutot sur ce que l’on dit exister ou étre et dans cette 
exacte mesure le critere d’engagement dépend bien du langage qui 
Pénonce : 


Nous techerchons les variables liées, écrit Quine, quand il est question 
dontologie, non pour savoir ce quil y a, mais pour savoir ce qu'une 
remarque ou une doctrine donnée, la notre ou celle d’autrui, dit qu’il y a; et 
cest la un probleme qui concerne proprement le langage. Mais ce quil y a 
est une autre question’. 


Le critére d’engagement ontologique ou ontique se trouve ainsi 
compatible avec la défiance quinienne a lendroit de l’ontologie, il 
Paccomplit meme. 


Bénéfice et cout du critére ontologique 


Ce critére a pour bénéfice de rendre possible ’expression de differences 
entre des ontologies rivales, puisque toutes les ontologies doivent 
énoncer leurs présuppositions d’existence dans le meéme langage 
élémentaire® de la logique du premier ordre. Il exempte ainsi les débats 
entre tenants d’ontologies rivales de la contradiction qui les affecterait 
quand la négation de l’existence d’items posés dans une ontologie rivale a 


1 K. Mulligan, « Métaphysique et ontologie » dans P. Engel, Précis de philosophie analytique, Patis, 
PUF, 2000, p. 5. 

2 W.V. Quine, « De ce qui est », Paris, Vrin, 2003, p. 43. 

3 Sur Pimportance de ce caractére élémentaire du langage qui énonce une théorie, une ontologie, 
voit Ph. de Rouilhan, « On What There Are » in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, vol. 102/ 2 
(2002). 
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pour implication d’admettre cet item dans le discours qui le nie’. Mais ce 
bénéfice semble dépassé par son cout: le critére quinien suppose une 
neutralité ontologique sur la question du sens a donner a l’existence en 
général, neutralité traduite par la neutralité assumée de la logique. Tout 
débat sur lexistence serait ainsi un débat ayant pour dénominateur 
commun le sens existentiel du quantificateur et pour élément variable les 
objets qui sont présupposés exister selon ce sens univoque dans les 
ontologies rivales. La-contre, il nous semble que le discours ontologique 
doit pouvoir aussi inclure des énoncé sur le sens de ses catégories 
fondamentales (« étre », « exister », « subsister ») et non seulement sur la 
question de savoir si certaines de ces catégories sont vides ou non (si des 
substances, des événements, des nombres ou des trous existent ou non). 
Si la neutralité ontologique de l’existence est établie par les mérites 
sémantiques du critére quinien qui s’énonce dans la meilleure langue 
disponible (la logique du premier ordre), et si la preuve du contraire 
revient alors a ’adversaire de la neutralité, celui-ci peut encore faire jouer 
les droits de ’ontologie contre le primat de la sémantique et inversement 
accepter que la correction sémantique serve de garde-fou aux énoncés de 
Pontologie. Il reste alors a ne pas trop alourdir le cout sémantique d’une 
ontologie moins économe : le lien entre quantification et ontologie peut 
étre ainsi conservé, pourvu que la preuve soit faite que la quantification 
existentielle peut porter des sens existentiels différents, donc des modes 
de l’étre distincts. 


L’absence de différence d’une différence entre existants et 
dune différence d’existence 


En quoi le quantificateur existentiel non restreint? de la logique de 
premier ordre barre-t-il normativement la possibilité d’un sens 


1 Iy ade ce point de vue une dissymétrie entre le partisan d’une ontologie abondante qui peut 
réfuter le partisan de l'économie en décrivant correctement les termes auxquels l’existence est 
refusée et le partisan de lontologie économe qui ne peut décrire sans contradiction les termes 
surnuméraires de l’ontologie rivale. Quine renvoie ce probléme 4 « la vielle énigme platonicienne 
du non-étre. Le non-étre doit, en un certain sens, étre, cat sinon qu’est-ce qu’il y a quil n’y a 
pas ? » Ibid., p. 26. 

2 La question de la restriction de domaine pour la quantification est technique et fort discutée. 
On peut illustrer simplement ici le concept de restriction de domaine par l’exemple suivant : (1) 
« Tous les éléves sont absents » ne signifie pas (1’) « Tous les éléves de univers sont absents » 
(quantification universelle non restreinte), mais seulement (2) « Tous les éléves de la fac sont 
absents ». Nous verrons plus loin Vintérét d’une restriction de domaine catégorielle: la 
quantification ne porte alors pas sur tout x, mais sur tout x qui est concret, ou sur tout x qui est 
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plurivoque, sinon équivoque, de l’étre, condition d’une distinction 
ultérieure entre « étre » et « existence » et de 1a entre différents modes de 
Pétre ? On peut exposer une propédeutique quinienne pour éclairer notre 
développement ultérieur en nous appuyant sur le texte de 1948, « On 
what there is», méme si les théses qui y sont développées étaient dea 
acquises en 1939 dans « Designation and Existence» et « A Logistic 


approach to the Ontological Problem ». 


Le critére d’engagement ontologique présente un champ étroit, celui des 
engagements des théories formalisées, un champ large, celui des 
engagements de la langue naturelle. Si la preuve des énoncés d’existence 
différe selon que l’on a affaire a des affirmations scientifiques, des 
affirmations du sens commun, ou encore des _ affirmations 
philosophiques, pourvus que ces affirmations d’existence soient 
formalisables dans la logique du premier ordre, le critére d’engagement 
ontologique reste uniforme. Ainsi, le cas des engagements 
philosophiques n’est pas ontologiquement spécial. Dans Le mot et la chose, 
Quine écrit : 


Ce qui différencie de tout cela [la réponse détaillée a la question “Qu’est-ce 
qui existe ?” fournie par les sciences] le souci ontologique du philosophe, 
c’est envergure des catégories. Etant donné des objets physiques en général, 
le représentant de la science naturelle est celui qui décide au sujet des 
opossums et des licornes. Etant donné des classes, (...) c’est au 
mathématicien a dite en particulier s'il y a des nombres premiers pairs (...). 
D’autre part, ’examen de lacceptation non critique de ce royaume d’objets 


physiques lui-méme, ou de classes, etc., est dévolu a Pontologie!. 


Comme engagement des théories formalisées ou de la langue naturelle, 
cet engagement est de type sémantique en indiquant ce a quoi ces 
théories ou cette langue sont engagées, non pas en indiquant des realia 
considérés indépendamment de ces théories. La question de savoir ce 
qu'il y a, nous lavons signalé, a une autre domaine et se tranche 
différemment de la question de savoir ce qu’on dit qu'il y a: la premiére 
question peut se trancher de différentes maniéres selon que l’on tient une 
position empiriste ou rationaliste, elle a constitué la question directrice de 
Pinterrogation philosophique ; la seconde met en avant une norme qui 


abstrait. La question sera de savoir si une telle restriction de domaine isole ontologiquement des 
entités, ou si elle n’est qu’une variation notationnelle de la quantification existentielle non 
restreinte. 

1 W.V. Quine, Le mot et la chose, tt. J. Dopp et P. Gochet, Paris, Flammarion, 1977, p. 377. 
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permet de savoir en quoi les ontologies rivales se distinguent, de quelles 
entités elles discutent, alors méme que leurs expressions pourraient 
produire des affirmations d’existence erronées. 


Seule une théorie de la référence permet d’identifier les engagements, les 
présuppositions ou affirmations d’existence. En la matiére, la position 
standard est rappelée par Strawson : 


L’un des principaux buts de notre usage du langage consiste 4 énoncer des 
faits 4 propos de choses et de personnes et d’événements. Si nous voulons 
atteindre ce but, nous devons étre en possession d’un moyen d’éviter la 
question « De quoi (de qui, duquel) parlez-vous ? », ainsi que la question 
« Qu’étes-vous en train de dire a propos de cela (de lui, d’elle) ? ». Ce qui 
accomplit la tache pour éviter la premiére question est la référence (ou 
Videntification)!. 


Pour paraphraser Quine, puisqu’il faut river le clou de la référence a 
Pobjet, il faut trouver élément dans un langage, susceptible de « porter 
la charge de l’import existentiel’ ». Il s’agit donc de formuler une théorie 
correcte de la référence et pour ce faire didentifier les termes 
susceptibles d’étre porteurs de la référence sans qu’on puisse leur en 
substituer d’autres encore: il s’agit donc de trouver les termes 
élémentaires de la référence. Les termes porteurs du pouvoir référentiel 
sont pat excellence les termes singuliers en ce quwils dénotent des 
individus. La fonction référentielle est ainsi classiquement assumée par le 
nom, mais peut l’étre aussi par des pronoms, des descriptions définies, 
etc. Or, les langues formalisées ou naturelles comportent des expressions 
faussement référentielles («la famille moyenne »), des présuppositions 
dexistence dissimulées (« Saturne est gazeuse »), des présuppositions 
d’existence fausses (« les martiens sont gentils ») dont on ne peut juger de 
la correction et qui sont éventuellement superflues*. D’ot la nécessité 
dune analyse logique pour distinguer les termes véritablement 
référentiels : ainsi un nom propre logique (qui se référe 4 un individu 
existant et unique) est distinct dun nom propre grammatical (qui peut 
manquer de le faire, comme « Pégase»). Cette analyse logique va 


1 P. F. Strawson, Logico-linguistic Papers, Aldershot, Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2004, p. 13 (ma 
tr.). 

2W. V. Quine, Relativité de Pontologie et autres essais, tt. J. Largeault, Paris, Aubier, 1977, p. 110. 

3 Nous empruntons cet exemple a P. Hylton, Quine, New York, Routledge, 2007, p. 246. 

4 Nous nous inspirons ici de l’excellente synthése de P. Gochet, « L’étre selon Quine » in J.-M. 
Monnoyer (éd.), Lire Quine : logique et ontologie, Paris Tel-Aviv, Ed. de Véclat, 2006, 185-209. 
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permettre a Quine d’assurer la référence via la traduction des expressions 
référentielles en langage quantificationnel. 


Quine, ce faisant, poursuit ainsi le programme de Russell qui avait fait 
setvit la logique a analyse réductrice des expressions du langage ayant 
un pouvoir apparemment référentiel (les descriptions définies analysées 
par Russell, comme «Le disciple de Platon », paraissent fonctionner 
comme des noms propres, alors qu’elles requiérent des conditions 
supplémentaires d’existence, dunicité et de contexte). Mais Quine 
poursuit cette entreprise jusqu’a la réduction de tous les termes 
singuliers, jusqu’a la réduction du nom lui-méme. Quine, suivant la 
méthode de Russell pour les descriptions définies, traite les noms comme 
des prédicats : ainsi « Socrate » devient « objet qui socratise », le prédicat 
« soctatise » étant vrai du seul individu Socrate'. Et cela afin d’échapper a 
Pillusion selon laquelle « dés lors quwun énoncé contenant un terme 
singulier est pourvu de signification, cela présuppose une entité nommeée 
par le terme »’: si cette illusion est peu manifeste pour « Socrate », elle 
Pest pour « Pégase» qui semble avoir un pouvoir référentiel, alors que 
Pégase est fictionnel (on peut l’admettre comme entité, mais alors dans 
une théorie des fictions, non comme une entité qui serait par exemple 
non-existante, ou non-existante mais subsistante). Quine substitue alors a 
la référence par le nom la référence par le pronom, qui traduit 
grammaticalement le critére d’engagement ontologique dans la variable 
liée au quantificateur existentiel : 


Tout ce que nous pouvons dire a Paide des noms peut étre dit dans un 
langage qui évite complétement les noms. Etre admis comme une entité 
Cest, putement et simplement, étre reconnu comme la valeur d’une variable. 
Dans les termes de la grammaire traditionnelle et de ses catégories, cela 
revient grosso modo a dire qu’étre, c’est étre dans le domaine de référence 
dun pronom. Les pronoms sont les outils fondamentaux de la référence ; et 
il aurait mieux valu appeler les noms des propronoms?. 


1 Sur ce point on peut se référer a D. Vernant, Russell, Paris, GF, 2003, ch.II (3.2.) et « Quine & 
Russell » dans Lire Quine, Op. Cit. 

2 W.V. Quine, « De ce qui est », Paris, Vrin, 2003, p. 35. 

3 W.V. Quine, « De ce qui est », Paris, Vrin, 2003, p. 40. Le pronom préfigure la variable dans sa 
fonction anaphorique: P. Gochet, article cité, qui rapporte les exemples de Quine dans La 
poursuite de la vérité, rappelle que la phrase « si un chat mange un poisson avarié et tombe 
malade, alors il évitera par la suite de manger du poisson » ne peut étre adéquatement rendue pat 
une implication (p => q), puisque rien n’identifie dans p, puis dans q, « un chat » et « il » comme 
le méme chat, de sorte qu’il faut faire ressortir la coréférence des pronoms anaphoriques ainsi : 
« Toute chose est telle que si elle est un chat et mange du poisson avarié et tombe malade, alors 
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L’analyse de la langue naturelle sert ainsi a Quine de marchepied pour 
introduire son critére d’engagement ontologique. Or, c’est la notation 
canonique de la logique du premier ordre qui permet d’exprimer 
correctement les engagements des théories formulées dans ce langage, 
aussi bien que les engagements de la langue naturelle, indiqués par les 
pronoms. La logique du premier ordre constitue en effet la meilleure 
langue logique puisqu’elle satisfait aux conditions de complétude et de 
consistance (non-contradiction) et c’est donc elle qui doit servir a 
exprimer les engagements ontologiques : 


Les variables de quantification « quelque chose », « aucune chose », « toute 
chose », embrassent la totalité de notre ontologie, quelle qu’elle puisse étre ; 
et nous sommes coupables d’une présupposition ontologique particuliére si, 
et seulement si, Pobjet présumé de la présupposition doit étre compté parmi 
les entités du domaine parcouru part nos variables afin de rendre vraie ’une 
de nos affirmations!. 


Il suffit alors de collecter tous les acquis précédents : « L’existence, c’est 
ce que la quantification existentielle exprime. Il existe des choses du 
gente F si et seulement si (dx) Fx »’. Or, « ceci est aussi peu discutable, 
que peu utile ». Une fois la question de létre enrégimentée, elle clot 
semble-t-il toute métaontologie future, puisque l’existence n’est pas autre 
chose que l’existence de a, dans une théorie ©1, elle s’explique alors 
comme (dx) (x=a) ; ou lexistence de b ayant la propriété F dans une 


théorie ©2, elle s’explique alors comme (4F) Fx, chacune de ces 
affirmations étant vraies respectivement dans @1 et ©2. 


Le fait est qu'il est déraisonnable de chercher une explication de 
Pexistence en des termes plus simples. Nous avons découvert une 
explication de existence singuliére « a existe », qui est (Ax) (x=a) ; mais 
vouloir expliquer derechef le quanteur existentiel « il y a», «il y a des », 


elle évitera de manger du poisson par la suite », ce qui prépare bien alors a l’usage des variables 
liées par un quantificateur (on aura alors la phrase enrégimentée : Vx ((x est un chat A x mange 
du poisson avarié en t A x tombe malade en t) >—(« mange du poisson en t’, t < t’)). 

1 W.V. Quine, « De ce qui est », Paris, Vrin, 2003, p. 40. 

2 W. V. Quine, Relativité de V’ontologie et autres essais, tt. J. Largeault, Paris, Aubier, 1977, p. 113. 

3 Ibid. 
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lui-méme, vouloir expliquer lexistence en général, c’est une cause 
1 
perdue. 


Ontologiquement, absence de différences entre une différence entre 
existants et une différence d’existence, conduit a identifier ontologie 
générale («« Y a-t-il des nombres ? ») et ontologie régionale « Y a-t-il un 
nombre premier entre 3630 et 3670 ?»). Cette identification apparait 
comme une résorbtion de toute interrogation ontologique ; elle déplace 
plutot, nous y reviendrons, ’ontologie sur une théorie des catégories et 
une interrogation sur les différents types d’étre (les substances, les 
événements, les nombres). 


2. La métaontologie analytique, si elle est possible, doit-elle 
étre quinienne ? 


Il faudrait sans doute en déduire, comme le fait J.-F. Courtine, au 
vocabulaire prés, qu'il ne peut y avoir de métaontologie quinienne et 
qu’en ce sens « analytiquement parlant » la question de l’étre ne se pose 
pas. Ce serait confondre la réduction de la question de létre et le blocage 
de la question. 


Il y a une métaontologie quinienne 


Il y a bien une métaontologie quinienne comme il y a une position 
physicaliste en métaphysique. Elle peut étre distribuée sur cing théses qui 
font elles-mémes partie d’un programme néo-quinien que P. van 
Inwagen explicite? : « These 1. L’étre n’est pas une activité », « These 
2. L’étre est la méme chose que l’existence», « Thése 3. L’étre est 
univoque », « Thése 4. L’unique sens de létre ou de l’existence est 
adéquatement rendu par le quantificateur existentiel de la logique 
formelle », enfin une cinquiéme thése portant sur la maniére d’introduire 
le quantificateur existentiel que nous interpréterons plus tard. 


« Thése 1.» : Dire que l’étre est une activité traduit selon P. van Inwagen 
la conception existentielle et phénoménologique de l’étre — preuve de 
Pentrée dans la métaontologie de la « question de l’étre » en tant que telle. 


1 Ibid. 
2 P. van Inwagen, « Métaontologie », tr. G. Kévorkian et F. Nef, paru dans Onfologie, Paris, Vrin, 
coll. « Textes clés », 2018. 


284 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglS./] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


Cela consiste, d’une part, a accepter qu’a toute activité correspond un 
mode d’étre de généralité supréme qui consiste en I’ « étre » ou plutot 
P« existence »; d’autre part, a refuser qu’ «il y afit] une activité de 
généralité supréme simpliciter »'. C’est ainsi retrouver (certes dans une 
simplification extréme) une formule de la différence heideggérienne entre 
Pexistential et le catégorial, reportés respectivement au Dasein et au was- 
sein (Pétre-ainsi). La-contre, dans le commentaire de la These 1, P. van 
Inwagen récuse la sémantique qui s’autorise a appeler « exister» ou 
« étre » activité de généralité supréme qui consiste a « durer» (ou en 
anglais « endure » comme dans « endurantism »), « durer » étant la forme 
supréme que l’on peut trouver pour nos différentes activités. S’il est vrai, 
par ailleurs, que « durer » se méle bien a « étre », ce qui est sans surprise 
puisqu’ « étre » entretient un rapport avec toute chose, il ne le fait pas 
plus qu’avec n’importe quelle autre idée distincte comme « la couleut », 
«la forme», etc. En somme, les différences, et cette différence 
fondamentale entre l’existential et le catégorial, ne sont toujours que des 
différences de nature, aussi grandes soient-elles, et jamais des differences 
de modes d’étte. 


« Thése 2.»: P. van Inwagen nie que la distinction entre « il y a» et 
« existe » ait un quelconque contenu. Sans rappeler Quine, il prend cette 
thése pour tellement évidente qu’il n’en trouve pas d’argument — tout au 
plus rappelle-t-il cette boutade: il y a un passage a la page 253 des 
(Euvres completes de Meinong, dans lequel Meinong reconnait 
Pincohérence de sa théorie des objets, ne serait-ce que parce qu'il y a 
quelque chose que tu es en train de chercher, méme si un tel passage 
n’existe pas ! 


« These 3.»: P. van Inwagen asserte Dunivocité de l’étre et de 
Pexistence en la traitant a partir de l’univocité des nombres, qui peuvent 
en effet servir a dénombrer n’importe quelle chose existante: 
« L’univocité des nombres et le lien intime entre les nombres et 
Pexistence devraient nous convaincre qu’il y a au moins de trés bonnes 
taisons pour penser que l’existence est univoque.” » Le mouvement est 
trés habile puisqu’il consiste a s’appuyer sur la neutralité ontologique des 
nombres, comme nombrant, pour montrer la neutralité ontologique de 


1 P. van Inwagen, « Meta-ontology » in Ontology, Identity, and Modality, Cambridge, Cambridge 
U-P., 2001, p. 14. 
2 P. van Inwagen, Ibid., p. 17. 
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Pexistence en montrant comment traduire par des nombres les 
différentes assertions existentielles (n’existe pas se traduit par ‘0’, existe 
se traduit par ‘21’, pour les concrets, par ‘>0’ pour les abstraits — 
distinction que P. van Inwagen ne formule pas ainsi, et pour cause !). 


« Thése 4.»: P. van Inwagen explique la procédure de traduction des 
expressions de la langue naturelle dans les formules quantifiées de la 
logique de premier ordre pour asserter que « unique sens de l’étre ou de 
Pexistence est adéquatement rendu par le quantificateur existentiel de la 
logique formelle ». 


De ces développements on peut conclure quil y a bien une 
métaontologie quinienne qui se mesure a la question du sens de létre et 
que cette métaontologie existe! A nouveau, réduction d’une question 
n’est pas blocage. L’espace théorique de « la question de l’étre » dans la 
philosophie analytique peut alors étre correctement décrit en rappelant 
les partitions élémentaires suivantes : 


L’ontologie répond (...) 4 quatre grands types de questionnement : 1/ elle 
peut s’entendre comme Il’étude de nos engagements ontologiques, c’est-a- 
dire de ce 4 quoi nous sommes engagés ; 2/ elle peut trés largement se 
comprendre comme l'étude de ce qu’il y a, ou plus précisément, 3/ comme 
Pétude des caractéristiques les plus générales de ce qui est et de la maniére la 
plus générale dont les choses qu'il y a se relient les unes aux autres ; 4/ enfin, 
elle peut se concentrer sur la tache, plus méta-ontologique, consistant a dire 
ce que devrait accomplir ’ontologie, ou encore comment il faut comprendre 
la question 4 laquelle elle est censée répondre et avec quelle méthodologie!. 


Eléments d’une critique de la métaontologie quinienne 


La principale critique méta-ontologique que lon pourrait faire a la 
métaontologie quinienne serait qu’elle limite le discours ontologique a 
deux formes. La premiere forme du discours ontologique est rabattue sur 
étude des divisions catégorielles”: elle se limite 4 la question de savoir 
comment se définissent les catégories (par le degré de généralité et la 
détermination exacte de celui-ci, par exemple), comment elles sont 
obtenues (par énumération, par division, par carréification, etc.), ce 
qu’elles divisent (en prenant garde en occurrence de diviser un terme 


1C. Tiercelin, Le ciment des choses, Paris, Ithaque, 2011, p. 16. 

2 R. Chisholm, R. Grossmann, E.J. Lowe, J. Hoffman et G. Rosenkrantz, E. Tegtmeier, J. 
Westerhoff ont chacun, a leur maniére, tenté de produire une ontologie catégorielle tout en 
réfléchissant sur sa méthode. 
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supréme unique (entité, chose, etc.)', et quels types d’entités elles 
identifient (substances, événements, nombres, etc.). La seconde forme du 
discours ontologique est plus restreinte encore, ou spéciale, en se limitant 
le discours a létude des types d’entités que lon trouve dans Pune ou 
Pautre des catégories (substances, événements, nombres, etc.). 


Sous ces deux formes réduites, l’étre ou l’existence ne sont pas distingués 
suivant leurs modes ou leurs éventuels degrés (méme si lon accordait 
une division catégorielle aux « modes », la division ne serait pas faite du 
point de vue dune différence d’étre ou d’existence, mais du point de vue 
@une difference de nature ou de types d’objets, « les modes »). Si ces 
deux options de Vontologie ne suppriment ni Tontologie, ni la 
métaontologie — méme si la métaontologie, une fois sa thése minimale 
énoncée, devient principalement défensive —, suppriment-elles, comme le 
croit J.-F. Courtine, la possibilité dune interrogation non sur les 
différents existants mais sur les différences d’existence ? Oui et non. Sans 
doute si la division catégorielle procéde de la simple division d’un terme 
unique, et non de la dérivation analogique (ou paronymique) d’un terme 
unique ; sans doute encore si cette division ne s’accompagne pas d’un 
discours sur les différences ontologiques entre les différents types 
objets classés (par exemple la difference ontologique entre l’étre des 
relations et ’étre des substances) ; sans doute enfin si la métaontologie 
ne discute pas positivement ou négativement de la nature de lentité 
supreme divisée. Toutes ces restrictions font basculer de la réponse 
affirmative (’ontologie analytique supprime interrogation sur les 
différences d’existence) a la réponse négative (elle ne la supprime pas), 
puisqu’aucune des trois clauses susmentionnées n’est nécessaire. Une 
ontologie catégorielle peut bien partir dune division entre concrets et 
abstraits, sans poser que cette division procéde elle-méme d’une division 
de ce qui serait en général des entités ; une division catégorielle peut bien 
étre attentive a la différence ontologique entre une substance et un 
mode, entre une propriété et une classe, autrement qu’elle le serait a une 
simple différence entre deux types d’entités (elle peut par exemple 
insister sur le fait quune substance a plus d’étre qu’un mode) ; une 
ontologie catégorielle peut bien étre attentive a préciser la nature de son 
terme de plus haut degré de généralité, sans que cela lui interdise aussi de 
se prononcer sur l’éventuelle neutralité ontologique de ce terme (un 


1 Un terme supréme unique ou plusieurs termes s’ils ne sont pas distingués du point de vue des 
modes d’existence ou selon ces modes (par exemple : choses, états de choses). 
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terme neutre serait par exemple «entité», moins neutre serait 
évidemment « étre »). 


Il n’y a donc rien dans la table ontologique de la philosophie analytique 
qui bloque interrogation sur «létre» si ce n’est le primat de la 
sémantique et de la logique sur Vontologie. En effet, si Pontologie 
analytique peut continuer a rejeter les notions de modes de l’étre ou de 
degrés d’existence, c’est en raison de la norme de la quantification 
existentielle qui les écarte pour des raisons externes a lontologie, des 
raisons logico-sémantiques — les raisons internes de les écarter 
constituant, elles, bel et bien un chapitre de « la question de |’étre ». Mais, 
ce paradigme quinien de lontologie suppose que la sémantique et la 
logique disent le droit de Vontologie. Or, ni le conventionnalisme 
logique, ni le pluralisme logique, ni méme peut-étre le monisme logique 
en tant que tels, n’autoriseraient cette primauté de la sémantique et de la 
logique sur Pontologiel. Et aucune de ces positions ne sont par principe 
a écatter. 


3. Cartographie des engagements quantificationnels en 
ontologie d’aprés Quine 


Ce qui précéde a permis d’établir la profondeur de la connexion 
historique et conceptuelle de la question de l’étre avec la théorie de la 
quantification dans la tradition analytique, connexion que lon pourrait 
faire remonter en amont a Frege et qui se poursuit aujourd’hui. Au 
premier noeud de la division de la question, on peut soit arguer que les 
questions d’ontologie et de quantification sont séparables, soit qu’elles ne 
sont pas séparables. Cette seconde branche hérite de l’orthodoxie 
quinienne qui garantit sur plusieurs plans la correction des engagements 
ontologiques: cest aussi ce qui en justifie Papproche. Au plan 
sémantique, on l’a rappelé, elle garantit le pouvoir référentiel des 


1 Pour une typologie de la métaphysique de la logique, on lira S. Haack, Philosophy of Logics, 
Cambridge, Cambridge U.P., 1978, ch. 12, section 1, et pour un point de vue plus 
épistémologique, P. Engel, La norme du vrai, Paris, Gallimard, 1989, ch. 12, section 7.1. Le 
conventionnalisme logique n’admet pas de critére externe de correction d’une logique, seule le 
critére interne de la non-contradiction ou consistance compte; le monisme soutient qu’il n’y a 
quwune seule logique correcte, la logique du premier ordre, avec éventuellement des extensions; le 
pluraliste soutient grosso modo que plusieurs logiques peuvent étre correctes, soit selon une 
restriction 4 un domaine local, soit globalement. Voir la-dessus les remarques introductives de S. 
Haack, Philosophy of Logics, Cambridge, Cambridge U.P., 1978, ch. 12. 
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variables dans les phrases enrégimentées ou traduites dans la langue 
formelle adoptée ; au plan logique, elle hérite du critére de compleétude et 
de consistance de la logique du premier ordre qu’elle choisit comme 
langue formelle de référence pour ses expressions; au _ plan 
épistémologique, elle tend plutdt a adopter une €pistémologie 
métaphysique continue avec l’épistémologie des sciences, en suivant le 
critére d’économie et la simplicité des théories. 


La cartographie des options internes a ce couplage des questions 
ontologiques et des questions de quantification peut étre simplifi¢e si 
Pon distingue entre une option méthodologique, de plus stricte 
otthodoxie quinienne, et une option authentiquement ontologique, ou 
réaliste, qui prend le parti de laisser de coté la question de savoir ce a 
quoi nos théories disent qu’elles sont engagées, pour identifier réellement 
les entités fondamentales auxquelles nous devons nous engager parce 
qu’elles constituent l’ameublement fondamental du monde. 


Ce premier partage, dans la perspective qui nous intéresse est décisif : il 
réintrodruit Pontologie dans la quantification par un mouvement de 
renversement ou c’était la quantification qui avait été introduite dans 
Pontologie, avec les effets déflationnistes que l’on sait. La quantification 
n’est plus limitée, dans Poption réaliste, a fournir la sémantique correcte 
des engagements ontologiques des théories. Elle ne donne plus de fagon 
neutre les engagements des discours sur tel ou tel type d’entité, mais elle 
est la structure qui prend en charge la position d’existence des entités 
fondamentales. L’option méthodologique, quant a elle, peut étre soit 
déflationniste, en rabattant les questions d’engagements ontologiques sur 
des questions sémantiques ou linguistiques de choix d’expressions, soit 
non deéflationniste, en se transformant le plus souvent en ontologie 
catégorielle ou spéciale. Avec Voption déflationniste, les questions 
ontologiques deviennent superficielles : elles reposent sur une équivoque, 
ou une indétermination sémantique, dont la résolution dépend de 
Padoption dune convention de traduction. Celle-ci soit met au jour 
Péquivoque ou Vindétermination des énoncés ontologiques, ce quli 
conduit au scepticisme quant aux engagements ontologiques ; soit en 
réduit ?équivoque et Pindétermination, ce qui conduit directement a des 
engagements ontologiques manifestes dont la pierre de touche est le sens 
commun. Dans lun et l’autre cas, les débats portent sur les différentes 
traductions possibles de Pidiome ontologique dans la quantification : une 
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telle option donnerait deux fois raison au diagnostic de J.-F. Courtine 
selon lequel la quantification constitue une réduction de la Vinterrogation 
ontologique fondamentale. Resterait donc a retourner a Poption non 
déflationniste, ou les questions ontologiques sont non de surface, ou 
linguistiques, mais profondes ; or méme en ce cas, la question du sens de 
Pétre se trouve encore neutralisée ab initio par la théorie de la 
quantification qui donne un sens unique et univoque a l’étre ou 
Pexistence — ce qui donne encore raison a la thése de J.-F. Courtine sur le 
barrage de la question de l’étre. 


Sur cette cartographie, on peut tracer notre route: elle distingue les 
théories méthodologiques et réalistes, et les croise avec le monisme et le 
pluralisme (du quantificateur). 


Aprés avoir repris ?examen du monisme méthodologique (van Inwagen), 
nous irons droit au réalisme logique (la thése selon laquelle, certains 
éléments de la langue logique ne sont pas seulement formels, mais 
correspondent a des divisions effectives du réel), puis dans le réalisme 
logique nous passerons du monisme au pluralisme (la thése selon 
laquelle, en matiére de quantification, il n’y a pas un seul quantificateur 
existentiel fondamental — monisme — mais plusieurs) : le pluralisme rend 
possible une sémantique fondamentale des différents sens de l’étre ou de 
Pexistence qui peuvent signifier par exemple des modes ou des degrés 
d’existence distincts. La premiere avancée de loption réaliste sur option 
méthodologique, si elle prend en charge ce qu'il y a réellement, ne 
modifie pas le sens conféré a l’existence mais seulement la profondeur de 
Pengagement ontologique. 


Le plan dune position authentiquement ontologique est donc atteint, 
mais les disputes ontologiques y restent limitées 4 admission de tel ou 
tel type d’entité dans une ontologie, au lieu de porter aussi, d’abord ou 
apres coup, sur le niveau supérieur de l’existence ou de l’étre en tant que 
tels. Or Vinterrogation ontologique doit pouvoir ne serait-ce que rendre 
possible la discussion, dans les limites d’une sémantique correcte, des 
différents sens possibles de l’existence. Si ’on écarte, pour des raisons 
Worthodoxie sémantique, ’hypothése dune équivocité du sens de létre, 
subsisterait toujours dans le chapitre de métaontologie la question des 
modes ou des degrés de l’existence ainsi que la question de savoir si ces 
différents modes ou ces différents degrés existent en un méme sens. 
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D’ou Vintérét de Poption pluraliste (toujours au sens de la pluralité des 
quantificateurs existentiels primitifs) si elle peut fournir et justifier une 
sémantique correcte de l’existence, selon une veine néo-quinienne. 


4. L’engagement ontologique néo-quinien (1) : le monisme 
méthodologique 


On peut soit arguer que les questions d’ontologie et de quantification 
sont séparables (comme on vient de le voir avec Kit Fine par exemple), 
soit qu’elles ne sont pas séparables et dans ce cas, le blocage ontologique 
n’est pas celui qu’on aurait attendu du passage obligé par le formulaire 
quantificationnel. 


Cette seconde branche hérite de ’orthodoxie quinienne qui garantit sur 
plusieurs plans la correction des engagements ontologiques : c’est aussi 
ce qui en justifie ’approche. Il est temps de revenir un instant a la 
conception de la quantification de van Inwagen. Au plan sémantique, elle 
garantit le pouvoir référentiel des variables dans les phrases 
enrégimentées ou traduites dans la langue formelle adoptée ; au plan 
logique, elle hérite du critére de complétude et de consistance de la 
logique du premier ordre qu’elle choisit comme langue formelle de 
référence pour ses expressions ; au plan épistémologique, elle tend plutot 
a adopter une épistemologie métaphysique continue avec l’épistémologie 
des sciences, en suivant le critére d’économie et la simplicité des théories. 
Comme on l’a vu, en néo-quinien, van Inwagen adopte a la fois une 
métaontologie économe qui défend lunicité du sens de lexistence et la 
théorie de la quantification de la logique de premier ordre, le 
quantificateur existentiel servant, dans les phrases enrégimentées, a 
identifier les entités auxquelles une théorie s’engage ontiquement. On 
peut qualifier sa conception de la quantification de moniste, au sens ou il 
n’admet qu’un seul type de quantificateur existentiel (c’est une one- 


1 On peut reporter rapidement quatre arguments critiques de Kit Fine contre Quine. 
Premiérement, dans la majorité des cas, les questions de quantification sont triviales (elles sont 
techniquement résolues par une théorie adéquate de ce qui existe ou non selon une telle théorie), 
les questions ontologiques ne sont pas triviales (aucune des theses concernant lontologie 
générale des nombres par exemple n’est triviale). Deuxiémement, les questions de quantification 
ressortissent des théories régionales (les mathématiques par exemple), les questions ontologiques 
sont philosophiques — cela recouvre la distinction du général et du régional. Troisiemement, les 
réponses ontologiques doivent étre autonomes relativement aux réponses  théoriques 
disciplinaires. Quatriémement, les engagements théoriques, explicatifs, n’impliquent pas des 
engagements ontologiques, en droit non explicatifs. 
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sorted logic et non une many sorted logic). On peut la qualifier de 
méthodologique, au sens ot les engagements ne sont pas au sens propre 
des engagements ontologiques mais plutot les engagements auxquels un 
discours théorique s’engage. Cette méthode, suivant lexpression de 
Quine, sert de garde-fou au « double discours philosophique », lequel 
pourrait faire la critique dune ontologie tout en admettant par ailleurs, 
en sous-main, les entités dont il aura fait la critique. Cet étiquetage a 
Pavantage de pouvoir opposer a cette option un monisme rféaliste : 
option authentiquement ontologique, ou réaliste, qui prend le parti de 
laisser de cdté la question de savoir ce a quoi nos théories disent qu’elles 
sont engagées, pour identifier réellement les entités fondamentales 
auxquelles nous nous engageons parce qurelles constituent 
Pameublement fondamental du monde — identification qui sera 
également dévolue au quantificateur ontologique. 


Soit donc d’abord le monisme méthodologique : le monisme sémantique 
du quantificateur existentiel traduit et garantit le monisme ontologique, 
au sens ou toutes les entités admises dans lontologie quinienne existent 
dune seule et méme maniére, de la seule maniére qui soit intelligible et 
que restitue le sens du quantificateur existentiel de la logique de premier 
otdre. Le monisme ontologique s’énonce dans les théses 2 et 3 de la 
métaontologie quinienne défendue par van Inwagen (pour mémoite : « 
Thése 2. L’étre est la méme chose que l’existence », « Thése 3. L’étre est 
univoque ») ; et les theses 4 et 5 relient les theses 2 et 3 a lappareil de la 
quantification, la quatriéme de fagon classique (pour mémoire : « Thése 
4, L’unique sens de l’étre ou de l’existence est adéquatement rendu par le 
quantificateur existentiel de la logique formelle »), la cinquiéme en 
interprétant plus subtilement la maniére de réaliser la traduction des 
énoncés dans Pidiome de la quantification de la logique de premier ordre. 
Pour ce qui est du caractére méthodologique de ce monisme, il peut se 
comprendre non seulement par opposition au monisme réaliste, mais 
encore en ce qu'il décrit une méthode de traduction que lon pourra 
nommer pragmatique, ou heuristique, selon le point de vue — lon 
prendra soin d’opposer une méthode de traduction qui pourra étre 
heuristique 4 une procédure de traduction qui aura a étre mécanique. Van 
Inwagen s’écarte ici de la réception scolaire de Quine sur 
Penrégimentation des énoncés dans la logique de premier ordre pour 
montrer que les modes de traduction des énoncés des théories a 
enrégimenter dans le langage de la logique de premier ordre sont 
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variables, liés 4 des choix d’expression. En ce sens, il procéde a une 
forme de défense de la méthode quinienne contre objection selon 
laquelle il n’y a pas de procédure pour traduire nos meilleures théories 
dans le langage canonique, et quinversement il y aurait plusieurs 
traductions également recevables du meme énoncé théorique dans le 
langage canonique. 


De nombreux philosophes semblent penser que Quine croit qu'il existe 
une classe bien définie d’objets appelés « théories » et qu’il croit aussi 
avoir inventé une technique qui peut étre appliquée aux « théories » de 
facon a révéler un trait ou un aspect objectivement présent de leur 
contenu appelé leur « engagements ontologiques ». Cette technique peut 
étre décrite de la maniére suivante : reformulez la théorie en question 
dans Vidiome de la quantification sur des variables, c’est-a-dire dans « la 
notation canonique de la quantification »; considérez l’ensemble de 
toutes les phrases qui sont la conséquence formelle de la théorie 
reformulée ; considérez les membres de cet ensemble qui sont des 
phrases fermées commengant par un quantificateur dont la portée est le 
reste de la phrase ; ce sont ces phrases qui révelent les engagements 
ontologiques de la théorie. Chacune d’entre elles consiste en un 
quantificateur existentiel suivi par une variable, suivie par une phrase 
dans laquelle cette variable seule est libre’. 


Cette formulation scolaire de la « méthode d’engagement ontologique » 
suppose, selon van Inwagen, que Quine soutienne la thése de « Punique 
traduction » : que chaque théorie ou chaque phrase de la langue naturelle 
a une traduction unique dans la notation canonique, alors qu'il y a non 
seulement des facons alternatives de traduire un ensemble de phrases 
dans lidiome de la quantification, selon les « ‘sites’ 4 Vintérieur de la 
phrase » 2 ot peuvent étre introduites les variables ; mais encore que les 
« sites » dans la phrase ne sont pas objectivement assignés, c’est-a-dire 
définissables dans une procédure mécanique de traduction. Suivant 
Pexemple de van Inwagen, la phrase: « chaque planéte est a chaque 
moment a une certaine distance de chaque étoile » peut se traduire 
différemment selon que on choisit d@’introduire une variable de planéte 
et une variable d’étoile, ou les variables précédentes et y ajouter une 


1 P. van Inwagen, « Meta-ontology » in Ontology, Identity, and Modality, Cambridge UP, 2001, p. 22- 
23. 
2 P. van Inwagen, Ibid., p. 24-5. 
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variables de temps, ou les variables précédentes et y ajouter une variable 
de distance, etc. “Vx si x est une planéte, x est a chaque instant a une 
certaine distance de toute planéte’ peut étre enrégimenté au moins des 
trois fagons suivantes : 


(1) Vx (x est une planéte + Vy (si y est une étoile + x est a chaque 
instant a une certaine distance de y) 

(2) Vx (x est une planete > Vy (y est une étoile > Vt si t est un instant, 
alors x est at a une certaine distance de y) 


(3) Vx (x est une planete > Vy (y est une étoile > V t (t est un instant 
— dz (z est une distance & x est séparé a t de y par z )))). 


Les sites d’introduction des items de la notation canonique procédent de 
choix qui répondent a des critéres d’usage (de quel degré de précision 
avons-nous besoin ?) ou de commodité ou d’idiomaticité du traducteur, 
qui y exerce sa créativité, par contre-distinction dune procédure 
mécanique de traduction, ou dune identification systématique d'une 
prétendue « forme logique ». Il n’y a ainsi pas d’attache structurelle de la 
quantification a une forme logique de la phrase. Ce qu’est une « bonne » 
traduction reléve méme d’une discussion philosophique de sorte que la 
normativité de lenrégimentation constitue elle-méme un objet de 
discussion. Ainsi, Pengagement ontologique de Quine consiste plutot a 
introduire de facon pragmatique, on l’a dit, dans la discussion, des 
phrases de plus en plus complétement enrégimentées, de fagon a 
identifier quels sont les engagements ontologiques que les protagonistes 
admettent formellement. Van Inwagen peut conclure par une régle pour 
les discussions ontologiques :« toutes les disputes ontologiques dans 
lesquelles les participants n’acceptent pas la stratégie de Quine de 
clarification ontologique sont suspectes.' » 


Mais, si le critére d’engagement ontologique vaut non pour ce qu'il y a 
mais pour ce qu’on dit qu’il y a, si ce qu’on dit qu’il y a dépend encore de 
choix pour lesquels il n’y a plus de clous fixes de la référence a Vobjet, 
alors la norme purement méthodologique des discussions ontologiques 
se trouve éloignée de deux degrés de Vontologie et de ses objets. Le 
peuplement du domaine ontologique est décidé ailleurs, comme avait 
déja indiqué Quine. Le bénéfice sémantique du critére se transforme en 


1 P. van Inwagen, Ibid., p. 31. 
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cout ontologique dés lors que ’expression de l’engagement ontologique 
ne fournit pas directement la réponse a une question d’existence (« Y a-t- 
il des substances ? » ou « Y a-t-il des trous noirs ? »), mais seulement la 
réponse (une théorie 4 une question d’existence, ou encore le cadre de 
discussion a partir duquel telle question d’existence pourra étre arbitrée 
entre différentes théories qui adoptent un méme langage pour poser 
leurs assomptions d’existence. On peut alors se demander ce qu'il reste 
@ontologique dans le critére d’engagement ontologique, et on peut 
répondre: rien — d’autant que Quine nous autorise a rabattre 
Pontologique sur Vontique. Une chose est de demander s’il y a des 
nombres qui ne sont divisibles que par 1 et par eux-mémes (la réponse 
du mathématicien sera: «oui», ce sont les nombres qu’on appelle 
premiers en arithmétique), autre chose est de demander si de tels 
nombres sont réels (la réponse sera alors authentiquement ontologique, 
et par exemple : « oui » pour un défenseur du platonisme mathématique, 
« Non » pour un nominaliste). 


Dans un texte récent, Fréderic Nef se montre peut-étre plus nuancé dans 
sa critique de van Inwagen : 


L’engagement ontologique quinien dans le meilleur des cas n’est donc que la 
premiére étape dans la construction d’une ontologie. Une ontologie se doit 
de posséder une structure et sa tache est de montrer « quoi se fonde sur 
quoi » pour reprendre la formule de J. Schaffer. Il est aisé dans un premier 
temps de décider qu'il y a un engagement de notre théorie ou de notre 
langage envers tel ou tel type dentité, par exemple les événements ou les 
proprictés, mais il est beaucoup plus difficile et philosophiquement 
significatif de décider sur quoi se fondent ces entités — par exemple un 
événement est-il Poccurrence une propriété ?! 


Le fil directeur de la critique prend toujours pour principe la 
fondamentalité laquelle est donnée par les « structures ultimes de la 
réalité » (ibidem). Or, cette distinction entre ce qu'il y a et ce qui est réel, 
ce qu'il y a et ce qui est fondamental, fortement défendue par Kit Fine, et 
en France par Frédéric Nef, peut étre traduite dans le cadre de la non- 
séparabilité de la quantification et de lontologie pour autant que le 
quantificateur existentiel n’engage pas des entités dans une ontologie ou 
une autre (des entités dans une idéologie/ théorie scientifique ou 


1 F. Nef, « Logique et ontologie » dans Métaphysiques contemporaines, 6d. G. Kévorkian, Vrin, coll. 
« Thema », 2018. 
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ontologique), mais qu'il reléve d’une langue elle-méme fondamentale ot 
toutes les entités et les relations fondamentales et seules les entités et les 
relations fondamentales sont directement engagées — langue que Sider 
nomme ontologese. Cette langue posséde une sémantique qui pourrait 
prendre le nom, pour certains oxymorique, d’une sémantique 
métaphysique. 


5. L’engagement ontologique néo-quinien (2) : le monisme 
réaliste. 


Sider soutient que le monde a une structure objective et qu’il revient a 
Pontologie de chercher quels sont les types d’entité et les entités qui 
constituent la structure fondamentale du monde, en somme d’écrire le 
livre du monde. Quine retenait celles des entités qui étaient jugées 
indispensables pour nos meilleures théories mathématiques et physiques ; 
Sider conserve le critére théorique en limitant le nombre des entités 
jugées primitives et nécessaires pour fonder les théories des sciences 
particuliéres'. Quine nommait, en un sens neutte, « idéologie » nos 
théories de la réalité en distinguant les engagements ontologiques de nos 
idéologies et les arbitrages, souvent empiriques, de ces engagements ; 
Sider fonde les expressions de nos « idéologies », ou théories, dans un 
langage fondamental, qu’il nomme ontologese exprimant dans la logique 
du premier ordre la structure fondamentale du monde. Lewis et 
Armstrong avaient identifié les propriétés et les relations comme le type 
dentité découpant la réalité selon ses articulations naturelles, Sider y 
ajoute en particulier le quantificateur existentiel de la langue logique. Ce 
faisant il hérite d’une stratégie de l’adversaire*: montrer que les débats 
ontologiques dépendent moins des différences d’assignation de 
signification aux termes engagés dans le débat, que des différences de 
signification des quantificateurs. Le partage entre monisme 
méthodologique (van Inwagen) et monisme réaliste (Sider) est décisif 
dans la perspective qui nous intéresse : le monisme réaliste réintroduit 
Pontologie dans la quantification par un mouvement de renversement 
quand c’était la quantification qui avait été introduite dans l’ontologie par 
le monisme méthodologique, avec les effets déflationnistes que lon sait. 


1 T. Sider, Writing the Book of the World, Oxford UP, 2011, ch. 2.3. 

2 Ce que certains nomment une position néo-carnapienne en ontologie, incarnée par Putnam 
dune part, dans « Vérité et convention » et Ethics without Ontology, E. Hirsch d’autre part, dans 
Quantifier Variance and Realism. 
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On conserverait ?autonomie de la logique (puisque rien n’est changé 
dans lappareil de quantification requis), tout en ne s’interdisant pas d’y 
voir une piece de Pontologie (une piéce seulement car il ne s’agit pas de 
faire de la logique le tout de Pontologie, fut-elle formelle). 


Il faut définir le monisme réaliste de Sider pour comprendre le lien qu’il 
entretient avec la question de la quantification. Réaliste, il est en trois 
sens distincts et pris conjoncttvementl: i) au sens défini par David 
Chalmers qui oppose classiquement ceux qui soutiennent que les 
question d’existence de l’ontologie (sil y a ou non des entités de type F) 
admettent des réponses objectives’ par opposition a Pantiréalisme a la 
Carnap qui admet plusieurs réponses possibles a ces questions, réponses 
qui vatient selon le cadre ontologique adopté; it) au sens ou les 
controverses ontologiques sont sérieuses et substantielles par opposition 
aux déflationnistes a la Putnam qui refusent de traiter comme 
substantielles des questions du type : « existe-t-il des tables ou seulement 
des particules qui sont arrangées de facon tabulaire ? » ; iti) au sens plus 
novateur ou « il y a en effet un sens du quantificateur qui est le meilleur 
et le seul, le seul qui soit un candidat adéquat dans nos inférences pour 
découper la réalité en ses articulations naturelles». Ce dernier sens 
explique a son tour le monisme de Sider, qui opére un passage a la limite, 
ou une inflation, du monisme de van Inwagen. 


Résumons les engagements réalistes de Sider. Les entités fondamentales 
sont celles qui découpent la réalité suivant les articulations naturelles : 
Sider retient les propriétés, les relations, des constantes logiques 
primitives, le quantificateur existentiel (le quantificateur universel n’étant 
pas ici pris comme primitif ou fondamental). Le langage fondamental L 
est celui de la logique du premier ordre (a ceci prés que les constantes 
logiques et le quantificateur existentiel sont primitifs) avec pour 
vocabulaire les termes de propriétés et de relations fondamentales ; il 
admet donc comme domaine les relations et les propriétés 
fondamentales, celles qui sont les entités fondamentales des théories 
mathématiques et physiques ; toutes les autres propriétés et relations non 


1 I nest pas certain que le conjonctivisme ici ne soit pas une faiblesse du réalisme de Sider. 

2 Ily a bien sur plusieurs maniéres d’entendre « objectif » : Chalmers appelle objectif le fait qu'il y 
ait une valeur de vérité a propos des assertions ontologiques qui soit elle-méme « objective », 
c’est-a-dire qui ne soit pas sensible au contexte de l’assertion (context sensitivity). 

3 T. Sider, « Ontological Realism » in Metametaphysics, ouvt. cit., p. 397. 
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fondamentales peuvent étre exprimées au moyen de ce langage 
fondamental ; tout autre langage peut étre exprimé, et donc aussi arbitré 
dans ce langage fondamental. 


Il y a deux maniéres de préciser la conception de Sider : la premiére, via 
les objections que Sider formule et auxquelles il répond ; le seconde, via 
son opposition au « variantisme » (« Quantifier variance ») d@Eli Hirsch 
(infra.). 


La voie des objections et réponses d’abord'. Premiére objection : les 
structures du monde ne sont admises que lorsqu’elles figurent dans nos 
meilleures théories scientifiques, le vocabulaire logique n’y figure pas 
comme terme théorique. Réponse : les structures du monde ne sont pas 
données directement dans nos théories, elles proviennent d’arguments a 
partir de ces théories, comme argument d’indispensabilité (selon lequel 
nous devrions assumer ontologiquement les entités théoriques 
indispensables a nos meilleures théories). Or les notions logiques, 
particuliérement celles de la logique du premier ordre, sont 
indispensables a nos théories scientifiques (mathématiques, physiques) et 
a notte ontologie ordinaire, donc elles doivent étre incluses dans notre 
ontologie au méme titre que les autres. Deuxi¢éme objection: le 
conventionnalisme a raison de soutenir que la logique n’est qu’un 
instrument qui donne lensemble des régles de déductions valides d’un 
systeme ; la logique ne vaut donc pas relativement a des critéres externes 
de validité ou de correction, encore moins relativement au monde. 
Réponse schématique*:  quinienne d’abord, en ce que le 
conventionnalisme requiert in fine encore la logique pour appliquer les 
conventions qui la générent et ne peut donc étre fondée en elles — ou 
pour citer Quine: «la difficulté est que si la logique doit procéder 
médiatement a partir de conventions, la logique est requise pour inférer 
la logique des conventions »°. Plus radicalement, il est difficile pour le 
conventionnaliste de spécifier le sens selon lequel les vérités logiques 
sont vraies par convention d’une fagon qui fasse droit a la notion de 


1 Nous collectons ici objections et réponses qui nous semblent les plus pertinentes dans les deux 
références principales de T. Sider sur la question : Writing the Book of the World, ouvr. cité, ch. 6 
patticuli¢rement, et « Ontological realism » in Metametaphysics, ouvt. cité. 

2 Faute de place, nous ne pouvons étre que trés schématique sur ce point capital. Pour une 
discussion développée, voir T. Sider, Writing the Book of the World, ouve. cité, ch. 6.5. 

3 W.V. Quine, « Truth by convention » in Quintessence, Cambridge MA, The Belknap Press, 2004, 
p. 28, ma tr. 
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véritée. Le réalisme logique échappe a toutes ces difficultés. Troisiéme 
objection: la logique est formelle, elle ne porte pas sur le monde. 
Réponse: si les théories engagent des entités ayant un contenu qui 
portent sur la réalité, les entités indispensables a ces théories doivent 
aussi avoit un contenu, donc le quantificateur existentiel en ontologie a 
un contenu, et a le contenu des engagements de ces théories qu’admet 
Pontologie. Ces raisons permettraient d’étendre les engagements 
ontologiques quiniens aux notions logiques et de dépasser l’inclusion de 
tout engagement ontologique dans une idéologique ou théorie donnée 
pout faire porter ’engagement ontologique d’une langue fondamentale (a 
partir de laquelle on peut construire les divers langages des différentes 
théories, puis le langage ordinaire) sur la structurelle réelle du monde lui- 
meme. Reste a examiner ’opposition au variantisme pour caractériser la 
position de Sider en miroir de celui-ci. 


L’anti-déflationnisme, Ll anti-variantisme, le monisme encore 
Sider versus Hirsch 


En affirmant contre le déflationnisme que les controverses ontologiques 
sont substantielles et sérieuses, Sider prend le contrepied d’une position 
métaontologique que l’on peut rapporter a Carnap et au premier Putnam 
et qui s’achéve chez Elie Hirsch. Il y a plusieurs maniéres d’étre 
déflationniste. Ce qui intéresse Sider, ce ne sont pas ses formes classiques 
ou génériques (Vidéalisme, le pragmatisme, le vérificationnisme), mais 
plutot celles qui engagent une position directe sur les phrases quantifiées 
en ontologie. Soit la controverse sur l’existence des objets matériels 
composés : Lewis énoncerait « Il y a des tables », van Inwagen « Il n’y a 
pas de tables», quand le deéflationniste soutient une these 
métaontologique selon laquelle c’est la controverse elle-méme qui pose 
probleme. On peut identifier quatre maniéres d’étre déflationnistel : i) le 
scepticisme qui €nonce qu’on ne peut se prononcer sur la valeur de vérité 
de lénoncé et que la controverse est sans objet ; ii) Pévidentialisme qui 
énonce que la valeur de vérité de Pénoncé («il y a des tables ») est 
manifeste, qu’elle peut étre tranchée par le sens commun, et que la 
controverse est stupide ; iti) Pindéterminisme qui énonce que les deux 
positions sont indéterminées au point de vue sémantique de sorte que la 
controverse justifie parfois les énoncés d’un camp, parfois ceux d’un 


1 T. Sider, « Ontological Realism » in Metametaphysics, ouve. cit., p. 386-7. 
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autre ; tv) l’équivocalisme, que je préfére nommer le plurivocalisme, qui 
énonce que les deux positions sont chacune vraies compte tenu de leurs 
conventions sémantiques initiales. Ce qui permet de comprendre la 
position de Sider est le contrepied qu’il prend a la fois du plurivocalisme 
et de lindéterminisme : il s’agit de montrer que les débats ontologiques 
sont a rapporter a une thése sur le sens attribué au(x) quantificateur(s) ; 
que l’admission de plusieurs sens également admissibles du quantificateur 
existentiel est erronée (que les descriptions des mémes états de chose qui 
utilisent Pexpression «il y a» ne peuvent étre a la fois correctes et 
différentes selon le concept que l’on se sera donné de lexistence) ; qu'il y 
a donc non seulement un seul sens possible du quantificateur existentiel 
mais que celui-ci est profond : c’est engagement ontologique moniste et 
réaliste. 


Explicitons le plurivocalisme. Une expression contenant le quantificateur 
existentiel peut étre vraie si le langage L dans lequel elle est énoncée 
admet dans son domaine l’entité sur laquelle porte le quantificateur, 
fausse sinon: ainsi dans LSC, qu’on admettra étre le langage du sens 
commun qui soutient existence des objets macroscopiques, (Ex) (x=c) 
est vial puisque ce langage admet l’existence de chaises ‘c’ ; dans LE, 
qu’on admettra étre le langage qui élimine les objets macroscopiques au 
profit des particules qui les composent, (Ex) (x=c) est faux. Si on 
interpréte cette différence de valeur de vérité comme lié a une plurivocité 
(ce que Sider appelle équivocité), reste a savoir sur quoi porte la 
plurivocité : est-ce sur le terme en question (« chaise », soit définie 
comme un objet macroscopique, soit définie comme une collection de 
particules arrangées d’une certaine maniére, « chairwise »), ou est-ce sur 
la manicre d’engager ontologiquement lentité en question dans le 
quantificateur ? C’est la seconde hypothése qui caractérise la version du 
déflationnisme a laquelle Sider s’attaque (le « quantifier variantism »). 
Dans cette hypothése, c’est la traduction quantificationnelle des 
expressions qui varie et explique la différence, de surface donc, entre les 
positions adoptées : QSC exprime les engagements du sens commun, 
QE exprime les engagements des éliminativistes, le sens commun 
engageant ontologiquement des « chaises », l’éliminativiste n’engageant 
pas des «chaises» mais des collections de particules équivalentes. 
Suivant en cela Carnap et le premier Putnam, Hirsch écrit ainsi dans 
« Quantifier variance and realism » : « L’appareil quantificationnel dans 
notre langage et notre pensée — les expressions telles que ‘chose’, ‘objet’, 
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‘quelque chose’, ‘il y a’ — a une certaine variabilité ou plasticité. Il n’y 
aucune nécessité d’utiliser ces expressions d’une certaine facon plutot 
que d’autres facons variées, car le monde peut étre correctement décrit 
en utilisant une variété de concepts de ‘existence de quelque chose’ ? »'. 


L’opposition au deéflationnisme de Hirsch n’est pas obtenue par 
construction. Sider dans Writing the Book of the World (section 9.6.2.) 
soutient, positivement, qu’aucun des travaux sur la fondation de la 
physique fondamentale ou sur la fondation des mathématiques n’a été 
produit dans un cadre qui fasse ’économie des quantificateurs (c’est 
Pargument d’indispensabilité que Sider tient pour le plus fort) ; 
négativement, il soutient que de nombreuses difficultés entourent les 
langages qui en font ’économie : « C’est un espoir vain, écrit-il, cette idée 
Wun langage non-quantificationnel qui est adéquat a la science et a la vie 
quotidienne sans quwil ait a réintroduire des questions substantielles 
comme celles de ’ontologie traditionnelle »”. Le langage quantificationnel 
dans Vontologese, outre qu’il doit respecter les conditions de la 
grammaire et les condition de vérité de la logique du premier ordre, obéir 
aux régles inférentielles (le quantificateur existentiel doit obéir aux régles 
de la généralisation existentielle et de linstanciation existentielle), et 
proscrire Pusage des quantificateurs restreints, il doit procéder d’un usage 
du quantificateur existentiel qui soit aussi fondamental que possible par 
Opposition a nos usages de ce méme quantificateur dans la langue 
otdinaire. On voit en quoi c’est un dispositif anti-déflationniste : « les 
questions formulées dans un vocabulaire indispensable sont 
substantielles ; les quantificateurs sont indispensables ; Pontologie est 
formulée dans le langage quantificationnel; donc VTontologie est 
substantielle »°, 


Le déflationnisme fournit donc, sur un premier versant, le probleme qui 
engendre interrogation de Sider sur la possibilité dun sens du 
quantificateur qui ne soit ni concurrent avec d’autres également 
possibles, ni superficiel. Pour Sider le sens du quantificateur ne doit pas 
indifférent au point de vue ontologique au risque de rendre les disputes 
ontologiques superficielles et parce qu'il partage avec le déflationnisme 
Pidée que c’est bien le sens du quantificateur qui importe dans les 


1 E. Hirsch, Quantifier Variance and Realism, Oxford UP, 2011, ch. V. 
2 T. Sider, Writing the Book of the World, ouvt. cit., p. 186. 
3 T. Sider, « Ontological Realism » in Metametaphysics, ouvt. cit., p. 418. 
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disputes ontologiques et non les prédicats sous lesquelles tombent les 
variables d’individus quantifiées. 


Mais, sur un second versant, les exigences quiniennes en logique, et en 
épistémologie, fournissent les limites a l’intérieur desquelles peut se 
mouvoir l’ontologie de Sider — il ne s’agit pas d’accepter Phétéronomie 
de Pontologie par rapport a la logique, mais de pratiquer l’ontologie dans 
les limites de l'économie et de la rigueur logique. Mais le lien quil 
introduit entre la sémantique et la métaphysique le conduit en revanche a 
introduire des considérations d’économie ontologique pour arbitrer — 
mais est-ce légitime ? — admission ou non de tel ou tel fragment de 
théorie logique: «Il est difficile, écrit-il, de renoncer a de la belle 
métaphysique pour le bénéfice de la métalogique »'. A décharge, cette 
phrase peut étre contrebalancée par cette autre : le langage fondamental 
« obéit a la logique classique ». En ce sens, il y a une pression de 
Péconomie logique sur Pontologie et de ’économie ontologique sur la 
logique. 


Cette conjugaison des exigences de lontologie et de la logique conduit 
Sider a ne pas tomber toutefois dans la pi¢ge quinien : lindifférence de 
Pontologie a lTégard du fondamental. Pour Sider, chercher le 
fondamental, les structures fondamentales qui sont précisément les 
structures objectives de la réalité, ce n’est ni s’écarter de la rigueur 
logique, ni renoncer a la quantification pour la bonne raison que la 
quantification appartient a la langue fondamentale qui décrit les 
structures objectives de la réalité. En ce sens, il peut rester quinien en 
logique, sans étre quinien dans le lien qu’il introduit entre la sémantique 
et Pontologie. 


6. L’engagement ontologique néo-quinien (3) : le pluralisme des 
quantificateurs primitifs 


Du pluralisme méthodologique au pluralisme réaliste 


Le pluralisme méthodologique de Hirsch ouvre par un contre-coup 
historique étrange, la voie théorique au pluralisme réaliste, qui 
réintroduit, dans le prolongement de Sider, mais contre lui, les anciennes 


1 T. Sider, Writing the Book of the World, onor. cit. p. 214. 
2. Ibid. p. 137. 
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problématiques ontologiques des modes d’étre, tout en leur donnant une 
sémantique correcte. En reprenant les analyses précédentes, si QSC (de 
sens commun) et QE (éliminativiste) sont indifférentes au point de vue 
ontologique, c’est parce qu’elles sont des traductions l'une de l’autre : en 
utilisant QSC, Péliminativiste reconnait alors ’existence de chaises qu'il 
dénie dans le langage de QE. Ce n’est donc pas l’existence de la chose 
qui est alternativement posée et puis supprimée, c’est le sens existentiel 
du quantificateur qui est changé et qui introduit vérité et fausseté dans les 
expressions fixées. Dans ce cas, le changement de sens du quantificateur 
est neutre du point de vue ontologique puisque les questions 
ontologiques dépendent, selon cette thése, des conventions de langage 
initialement adoptées et sont deés lors réduites a des arbitrages 
superficiels. Mais, pat contre-coup, si la quantification autorise, par 
restriction de domaine, Tlattribution de sens différents aux 
quantificateurs, et si ces sens différents ne devaient pas refléter des 
conventions d’usage mais au conttaire des modes d’étre ou d’existence 
primitifs et premiers sur ’étre ou lexistence en général, alors on passerait 
Wun pluralisme méthodologique a un pluralisme réaliste, moyennant un 
certain nombre de précautions et de preuves sémantiques. 


De la possibilité des discussions ontologiques : modes 
d’existence et quantificateurs restreints 


Supposons deux métaphysiciens S et T1. Ils partagent six présupposés : 
1) le réalisme logique (contre le conventionnalisme logique) 11) la logique 
du premier ordre et la relation de conséquence classique iii) le 
quantificateur existentiel comme quantificateur primitif iv) la 
construction d’une sémantique fondamentale, exprimée dans la logique 
du premier ordre, qui a pour domaine toutes les entités fondamentales et 
pour vocabulaire les termes qui y référent v) la forme de l’assomption 
ontologique, c’est-a-dire engagement par le quantificateur existentiel a 
des entités fondamentales vi) le sens univoque de cet engagement, c’est- 


1 Une défense récente des modes de l’étre dans le volume Metametaphysics (ouvr. cité) a été 
conduite par Kris McDaniel a partir d’une interprétation de Heidegger et d’un cadre théorique 
fourni par T. Sider. Cette version a été discutée par P. van Inwagen qui est le principal opposant 
de Pontologie des modes de l’étre: nous ne la discutons pas, non seulement en raison du 
caractére largement erroné, au plan historique, de la défense qui est faite de Heidegger, et des 
erreurs logiques et ontologiques qui s’ensuivent de ces erreurs, mais encore et surtout en raison 
de la grande faiblesse logique et ontologique de la défense des modes de l’étre. Cette mention a le 
mérite de rappeler que la question de l’étre est bien d’actualité dans la philosophie dite analytique. 
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a-dire de l’existence, porté par le quantificateur existentiel. S et T sont en 
désaccord sur la nature ou le type des entités fondamentales auxquelles 
ils sont engagés (mettons : choses, propriétés et nombres pour S, choses, 
propriétés, relations et nombres pour T). Le sens univoque du 
quantificateur existentiel leur permet de discuter, sans contradiction 
performative, de existence des entités refusées par S et admises par T, 
suivant la possibilité qu’avait ménagée Quine en garantissant un sens 
univoque des engagements existentiels. 


Supposons maintenant que T modifie non pas ses engagements 
ontologiques, mais le sens de ses engagements ; non pas la liste des 
entités auxquelles il est engagé, mais le sens que revét la présupposition 
existence pour différents types d’entités. C’est lassomption 
ontologique elle-méme qui est changée. S continue a penser que toutes 
les entités fondamentales existent au méme sens que confére le 
quantificateur existentiel (S est en un sens quinien1). T pense maintenant 
que les entités fondamentales ont des modes d’existence différents — il 
pense par exemple que ces entités de différents types (choses, propriétés, 
relations, nombres) sont ou bien abstraites ou bien concrétes et non les 
deux : il distingue ainsi deux modes d’existence ou d’étre exhaustifs et 
disjonctifs (il s’agit la dune possibilité seulement, mais que nous tenons 
pour correcte). 


Cette différence conduit S et T a diverger sur la possibilité d’exprimer 
par ce seul quantificateur ce qu'il y a. S peut exprimer tout fait existentiel 
dans le quantificateur existentiel, T ne peut y exprimer la difference 
dexistence entre une existence abstraite et une existence concréte. S 
traite existence des protons et existence des nombres ou des angles par 
le quantificateur existentiel non restreint (c’est-a-dire qui couvre tout le 
domaine de ce qui existe), T veut pouvoir spécifier l’engagement 
ontologique selon qu'il s’agit dune existence concréte ou abstraite. Si le 
quantificateur existentiel non restreint exprime adéquatement le sens de 
Pétre, il parait alors possible utiliser le quantificateur existentiel de 
maniére a restreindre le sens de l’étre a l’étre concret et a l’étre abstrait. 
Le quantificateur existentiel dans son usage standard a pour domaine 
tout ce qui existe et donc pour sens l’existence de tout ce qu'il y a. Les 


1 Il différe de Quine surtout en ce qu’il substitue a ’engagement dans une théorie et sur des 
entités de cette théorie un engagement dans la sémantique fondamentale qui exprime des 
engagements d’entités fondamentales, primitives (choses, qualités, relations, nombres). 
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quantificateurs existententiels restreints auront chacun pour domaine 
(non vides) une partie de ce qu’il y a, respectivement tout ce qui est 
concret pour le premier, tout ce qui est abstrait pour le second, et pour 
sens le mode concret de lexistence et le mode abstrait de l’existence (la 
différence entre domaine et sens est ici essentielle pour caractériser la 
spécificité de la these de T). 


T notera alots : 

‘dc’ le quantificateur existentiel qui restreint le domaine des x aux 
conctrets (concreta), 

‘Jax’ le quantificateur existentiel qui restreint le domaine des x aux 
abstraits (abstracta). 


T aura ainsi dans sa sémantique fondamentale des expressions bien 
formées comme : 


acx(x est un proton), ou : 

dax(x est un nombre), 

S écrira seulement : 

x(x est un proton) et 4x(x est un nombre) 


Différences de traduction ou d’ontologie ? L’objection 
vatiantiste 4 nouveau. 


Deux types d’arguments festent a produire pour justifier de 
Pintroduction des modes de I’étre en ontologie en suivant la méthode 
quinienne des engagements ontologiques dans le quantificateur 
existentiel. Un premier type constitue la preuve de la consistance et la 
complétude de la logique de T. Un deuxi¢me type d’argument doit 
montrer positivement que les quantificateurs de T sont effectivement des 
quantificateurs sémantiquement primitifs; négativement que les 
quantificateurs de T ne sont pas des variantes notationnelles des 
quantificateurs de S. Voyons le second point. 


Comme S et T doivent formuler leurs différends dans la langue 
fondamentale, puisque c’est elle qui exprime les engagements 
authentiquement ontologiques, et que c’est le quantificateur existentiel 
qui exprime ces engagements, la langue initiale de S et de T ne peut 
exprimer leurs différences ontologique puisque cette langue est 
fondamentale et qu’elle ne posséde que le quantificateur existentiel pour 
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exprimer Tengagement ontologique. Deux solutions techniques se 
présentent : supposons que S et T aient les mémes engagements ontiques 
(choses, propriétés, nombres), mais pas les mémes engagements 
ontologiques (existants pour S, existants concrets et existants abstraits 
pour T), il suffirait de montrer que les quantificateurs existentiels 
restreints de T' ne sont qu’une autre notation, une variante notationnelle, 
du quantificateur non restreint de S pour quils puissent discuter, 
puisqu’ils auraient la méme_ sémantique. C’est objection du 
conventionnalisme (ou objection variantiste) dans sa _ version 
quantificationnelle. Ce serait alors caractériser le différend entre S et T 
comme un différend de surface: il suffirait en effet de trouver une 
fonction de traduction entre le quantificateur de S et les quantificateurs 
de T pour que S et T disent la méme chose aux variantes de notation 
pres, les notations de T constituant une variante des notations de S. Cela 
pourrait s’écrire ainsi (avec Tr la fonction de traduction) : 


Tr (Ax) (x est un nombre) = da x (x est un nombre) et non dc x (x est un nombre) 


Plus généralement, il suffit de définir respectivement ‘x est ~ et x est 
abstrait’ et ‘x est y et x est concret’ par un quantificateur non restreint 
“d*’ comme suit : 

_o,xy’ =df. d«x(« est abstrait & y)_ (1) 

_a xy’ =df. _d+x(x est concret & ¢)_ (2) 

pour montrer que et ‘J,’ et ‘4’ ne sont que des restrictions de ‘4*’ de 
sorte que lon quantifie effectivement sur ‘4*’, soit sur des entités 
quelconques, ontologiquement non spécifiées’. Il est, en effet, toujours 
possible de définir des quantificateurs sur un domaine restreint, sans que 
cela empéche une définition des quantificateurs restreints a partir du 
quantificateur non restreint, ou interdise une extension du domaine de 
quantification. Est-ce le cas pour ces deux nouveaux quantificateurs ? 


Or, dans ce cas-la, T et S devraient avoir aussi la méme ontologie 
puisque leur sémantique est fondamentale par hypothése. Pour qu’ils 
puissent avoir des points de vue ontologiques distincts, il est donc 
nécessaite que la sémantique de T ne soit pas une variante notationnelle 
de la sémantique de S. La condition sémantique implique qu'il y a une 


1 J. Turner, « Logic and Ontological Pluralism », Journal of Philosophical Logic, 2012: 41/2, p. 419- 
448. Turner nomme cet argument, l’argument des quantificateurs disjonctifs. 
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véritable différence qui doit s’exprimer en ceci que la sémantique 
fondamentale de S est fausse — la logique de S est correcte, mais sa 
sémantique fondamentale est fausse parce qu'il lui manque un terme 
dans le découpage naturel de la réalité (mettons un terme pour exprimer 
les abstracta) alors que la sémantique fondamentale doit étre complete. 
Mais il y a plus : les quantificateurs de T ne sont pas des quantificateurs 
dont le domaine change sans que ne change leur sens ; ce n’est pas le 
domaine qui définit le quantificateur, mais le quantificateur qui porte le 
sens du mode d’existence des entités du domaine. Ainsi Jax (x=a) 
signifie que a est une entité abstraite, que le mode d’existence de a est 
différent de mode d’existence d’un objet concret. Or une fonction de 
traduction opére seulement un changement de domaine sans opéter un 
changement de sens, ou plutot, réduit le changement de sens a un 
changement d’extension du domaine: ontologiquement, c’est bien 
différent, et c’est bien une différence ontologique que T objecte a S. 


La condition principale sur laquelle porte la différence entre le monisme 
et le pluralisme dune part et la thése de la variante de quantification est 
que les premiers tiennent qu'il existe une langue logique qui est 
métaphysiquement meilleure que lautre: en ce sens le probleme n’est 
pas celui de la logique, mais de l’expressibilité d’une vérité métaphysique 
et de la possibilité d’étre réaliste en métaphysique. 


A charge done de la thése du « pluralisme ontologique » de montrer que 
‘q, et ‘A’ sont les quantificateurs fondamentaux. On peut énoncer, 
suivant ici les formulations de Jason Turner, que deux théories sont des 
variations notationnelles l’une de autre si et seulement si (i) la premiere 
peut définir certaines expressions primitives de la seconde de facon telle 
que tout théoréme de la seconde est un théoréme de la premiéte, (it) et 
réciproquement pour la seconde théorie relattvement a la premieére, (til) si 
la sémantique métaphysique, ou le langage, de la premiere et de la 
seconde sont également adéquats au plan métaphysique. D’out la question 
fondamentale: le nouveau langage  quantificationnel — est-il 
métaphysiquement meilleur que ancien ? 


Conclusion 


Peut-on, en l’absence d’une telle décision, conclure sur |’introduction de 
la logique en métaphysique ? En d’autres termes, la logique est-elle le lit 
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de Procuste de la métaphysique, comme il le semblait pour la 
métaphysique analytique d’aprés Quine ? On peut suggérer que si c’est 
bien au métaphysicien de décider du langage logique qui est 
« métaphysiquement meilleur», alors la logique conduit ici droit a 
Pinterrogation sur les modes de létre ; si une métaphysique doit trouver 
une langue d’expression qui soit correcte au plan sémantique et 
syntaxique, elle doit s’assurer de la possibilité d’une logique pour ses 
expressions. Il n’est certes pas certain que Tenrégimentation non 
quinienne soit meilleure que la quinienne, que le nouveau langage soit 
métaphysiquement meilleur que l’ancien, que la logique puisse étre autre 
chose qu’une sémantique conventionnaliste, ou qu'il y ait, de fagon 
générale, une «sémantique métaphysique» qui comporte comme 
quantificateurs fondamentaux ‘d,’ et “d,: nous n’avons pas tranché ces 
questions. Mais il est certain que, partant de la métaphysique pour aller a 
la logique, ou de la logique pour aller a la métaphysique, nous sommes 
effectivement transportés, « analytiquement parlant », dans le domaine 
des disputes sur l’étre. D’autres engagements ontologiques sont encore 
possibles, ot a la place d’ « abstrait » et de « concret », les quantificateurs 
porteraient comme indice « existence » et « subsistance », cela a été fait 
en mode heideggérien chez les analytiques eux-mémes, cela conduit bien 
au coeur de la question du « sens de létre », mais cela est comme tel 
trivial. Ce qui ’est moins, c’est que la réflexion sur la quantification peut 
engager précisément a une investigation métaphysique sur le sens de 
Pétre, non qu'elle la précéde, mais qu’elle y reconduise, sans 
nécessairement mener nulle part. 
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Abstract. The Quine-Duhem thesis or what is known as the 
thesis of holism in epistemology is considered to be very 
important in the analyses that followed positivism in favour of 
relativity and irrationality in the logic of science. But this 
importance was covered with ambiguity, since it was often co- 
founded with other theses such as the under-determination of 
theories, or the indeterminacy of translation as well as the 
theoretical burden of observations. In this article, we will attempt 
to analyze Quine's thesis in his relationship with Duhem. Our 
aim is first to clarify the formulations of the thesis of holism in 
Quine’s and Duhem’s theories, then to compare between the 
two, which will push us to ask the followingquestion: what 
justifies talking about a Quine-Duhem thesis? Are there elements 
that differentiate them on this issue and justify talking about a 
Quine thesis and another specific to Duhem? The solution to this 
dual problem depends on the determination of the meaning of 
holism in both regarding the field of pure science as well as the 
context of general human knowledge. 


Keywords. Quine, Duhem, Holism, Quine-Duhem thesis. 
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Résumé. La thése Quine-Duhem ou ce qui est convenu 
d’appeler dans le milieu épistémologique la thése du holisme est 
considérée comme étant trés importante dans les analyses qui ont 
succédé au positivisme en faveur de la relativité et de Virrationel 
dans la logique de la science. Mais cette importance était couverte 
d’ambiguité, puisqu’elle a été souvent cofondue avec d’autres 
théses comme la sous-détermination des théories scientifiques, ou 
Vindétermination de la traduction ainsi que la charge théorique 
des observations. Nous tenterons dans cet article d’analyser la 
these de Quine dans son rapport avec Duhem. Notre objectif 
consiste premiérement a mettre au clair la formulation de la thése 
de Pholisme chez Quine et Duhem, ensuite a les comprarer ce qui 
va nous pousser a poser le probleme suivant: qu’est-ce qui 
justifie le fait de parler d’une thése Quine-Duhem ? Y a-t-il des 
éléments qui les différencient sur cette question et qui justifient le 
fait de parler d'une thése de Quine et dune autre propre a 
Duhem ? La solution de ce double probléme dépend de la 
détermination du sens de lholisme chez lun et l’autre dans le 
champ de la science pure ainsi que dans le cadre de la 
connaissance humaine générale. 
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1 - W.Quine, “On the reasons of indeterminancy of translation”, Jourrnal of philosophy, 1970, 
p. 179, cité par Paul Gauchet, Sémantique dans les sciences, colloque de ? Académie Internationale de 
la Philosophie des Sciences, M. Bunge et All. Beauchesne, Paris, 1978, p. 212. 

2 - Vera Vidal, Op.cit, p.46. 
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1- W.V. O. Quine, Les méthodes de logique, trad. M.Clavelin, Paris, 1973, p. 12. 

2- Vera Vidal, Op.Cit, p46. 

3 - P.Gochet, «Indétermination de la signification et Vinscrutabilité de la référence », In. 
Sémantique dans les Sciences, Colloque de ’Académie Internationale de la Philosophie des Sciences, 
M. Bunge et All. Beauchesne, Paris, 1978, p. 213. 
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2-P. Duhem, La Théorie physique, p 260-261 

3 - Ibid, p 265. 


323 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglS./] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


eens Cl) tnd Coy: Lois dill bie Ge ehaleiw All lil 3 plaka, Lg 
"Ld Sg gual alags ofS Ayleyl ¢ SLaull 8,53 

DGS stl Leta ybig plagy ght aS gis di loa 

Ayla! g Eall alunil Lyael 13] alags deabi Ge Goel GulsS degybl ol gus 
de sla) Lails LiSe: Lyles dtuslys sa Geld gaye Slee gail Ugh adh Gye 
cow lel gi Ayaall eo Glillay HIS LegSly Labis Glallays Gayla J 
YW balse) Gy Les 6} lps Girill (Se Glpeity Romulg Be Sl pendd ey tiiy 
p28 Gol GU sy teeal Lia cutee Oo) Apel ae Glad! jhe de assy OF Key 
Bd Gees All Apel Slee ye Lege GE ASI Letls A Gbybill sega) Jas 
ddag GY! Ayredtl cle tooldly pralacl! AS ite Aes Let Gb btla cle yo} 
1GySi pyle MI dogadl Gye oy Yo ues! Ayal) de pSod! HILLS: Y 545% 
GB Call aluail Aagybi gf Lady sh obybs ae Gilbill Arsgeall A3LEyII 
Ce SS 19S Golesi Loy gl Auld! Ang bi go GA Areket! ob bil 
abled les Suaall U! dues Uy Btoly Aust dadle Ge yal ol (Xe Gbybul 
HN 3 pScey be 2 ALi y A5LA SN pales Ch Anise 


ADVAN LasIS B alags de gbl ge Ayde AST GulgS de abl of Gees bee Galera 
elage Ol ed suiaall (ye SLEW gh deel ll Ge lie G Adpne tla Gul ail Lyd bs 
Cl pias CalgS GS Bpblee pe Azer gly Arolall ob Lil Go Garett! Sey Ail pray 
und cle Sluobyll aay leticg be dy bas Slal radi All A din pei née oblicl 
Loic gcolyll cydull; eatery gill plage cli, alles 944 GY aglall Ggine 
Lntess All lela! couloley Lands Lagi, Ani 5 Led Papell olia ll oi oj, 
Ziti Uelgdg Sptilre ddr bes Lewte GISe) Aero Cl) Abapeny Aeris lasd! 3 
calor! eiuo JET aged cLoles Audolirsel Lgl case co crhenalayll cd Gyo Aleateal | 
Leg Agile Adyar Bole Bye Ange Glydliyll gila> Of Ida Ge giky «ile! 
1 - Brenner, Duhem, Science réalité et apparence, p. 203. 


2 - C.U. Moulines, La philosophie des Sciences, invention d'une discipline, fin du 19-début du 20 siecle, 
p-68-69. 


324 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglSol] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


Sl Ae gag! pokes als ged pla ta el gl clad! ot ga eUS cut 
Sg bag «(SGM ccd! Gltve)Arolatls Ayelet! 45 r2ll Gn: Aylin! lags (dx: 
spell cles U] LEAL ued oltze Go JEM sic ASS Gas il; deus ages, 
su G8 (Soi) Lala dl ue SI} dele 8 oreig oud! Boda be SUL Gagad Go 
[Stra ed gil 4telall bladll Ss dec dna dS by bates gil olplall gi 
US cb La Jal aide Uo he le Aadle 90 otal Ul egal afd balay L350 
plage OLS Auily Adyesg Gla dU Gey) GISe AS lal! peljl a> avdg | Guy Iie 
al Aa Lgl le awbell aaiyatll Ayah! ob Lill ely le Lid § Gye 
AgLeeg Ul Apr) She sles yl Leleil US uaylay GY Lope Gulyf Hage Lay 
sydd (Sey Ayes Nie Guild a dyall lid GoLeif LLaall Gaay sues all Alb Gl 
Saat gl AG Apel pol GL clo GS LLaall ge Jjae Atal! Leos 
Ac fll ladiac” GalgS Slaog Lele 4apall audi OF (Xe bel Sha Gat SLiby 
Lesloodua! US dteld ies Oe Iie Ledge Gayey UY aye de "Adu yall 
SU LLaally ag Stat) AS Las Lelae Shel gie Uays tei Adpae JS Ol Gtng Any 
92 a dats Le yds AS LAS! ode ilg> le aoget Aull Ggrrdglly ngs Laniay 
Lol 5S yo Ad Ak HAI cyslg all aes Ge ole Llaall eyat le p48) 3S 
PAS AN Spo Ge gid Anolis Ayabail! olga 

Las GO) CLAY alg Gal Aaielell agg yqee> dL) dd ol 4 ets ol US 
Guill Aldo AgIGel Y) LAS ly AQIS Any ,bSU Lbs Seo ne SLU gall 
pled Yl oblrel 43 els Lash Gat pel Jldly allot! of cylaill ae dion 


1-E. Zahar, Essai d’pistémologie réaliste, Paris Vrin, 2000, p. 24-25. 
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Résumé. Lholisme est une théorie bien connue et discutée 
dans plusieurs domaines de la philosophie, en particulier dans le 
domaine de l'épistémologie et de la philosophie du langage. 
Willard van Orman Quine a été l'un des principaux philosophes 
analytiques 4 argumenter sur ce sujet au cours des 70 derniéres 
années. L'objectif de cet article est de montrer comment Quine a 
développé ses arguments holistiques, en identifiant les textes dans 
lesquels ils appataissent, et enfin de mettre a nu_ notre 
interpretation de la facon dont I'holisme épistémologique et 
Vholisme du sens opérent dans la perspective si importante du 
philosophe analytique américain, ou nous nous basons sur une 
nouvelle argumentation présentée pat Cafiamares (2002). 


Mots-clés. Holisme, philosophie du langage, epistemologie, 


traduction radicale, apprentissage du langage. 
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1 B.A. in Philosophy from UNISUL (2012), M.A. in Linguistics (emphasis on formal semantics) 
from UFPB (2015), M. A. in Philosophy from Pontifical Catholic University of Chile (2016) and, 
currently, he is Ph.D. candidate in Philosophy at Pontifical Catholic University of Chile 
(CONICYT fellow). 
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Abstract. Holism is a well-known and discussed theory in 
several fields of philosophy, especially in epistemology and 
philosophy of language. Willard Van Orman Quine was one of 
the leading analytical philosophers to argue about this topic in the 
last 70 years. The objective of this paper is to present how Quine 
developed his holistic arguments, identifying the texts in which 
they appear, and finally to present our interpretation of how 
epistemological holism and meaning holism work in the 
perspective of this so important American analytical philosopher, 
based on a new argumentation presented by Cafiamares (2002). 


Keywords. Holism, philosophy of language, epistemology, 


radical translation, language learning. 


The word “holism” originates from the Greek 6i0¢ (holos) which has 
the meaning of “all”, “entire” or “the totality’ and from this noun an 
adverb “entirely” is derived. “Holism” is a term used to designate theses 
that defend the existence of systems (in different scientific disciplines, 
philosophical, linguistic, among others) that cannot be understood from 
their parts, but by the relationships between them. Although the values 
of the components of the systems are considered, only by appropriating 
a “global” vision, so to speak, is it possible to understand the system. 
The “whole” of holism has a meaning not simply by the sum of its parts, 
but by considering a type of synergy between them. The whole possesses 
a uniqueness that cannot be achieved by the simple sum of its parts. 


The term “holism” has been used in many fields of research throughout 
history. Whether in environmental doctrines, in social sciences, in 
biology, in economics, in linguistics, in anthropology or in philosophy, all 
these concepts have the semantic load of a system (whatever it is) that is 
a larger entity than the simple sum of the parts that compose it. 


In this paper two types of holism will be dealt with from Willard Van 
Orman Quine's perspective: epistemological holism and meaning holism. 
The concept of epistemological holism (also widely known as 
confirmatory holism) depends on two premises: 


(x) The truth or falsity of a theory cannot be defined through a single 
test; 
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(8) the test of a hypothesis is dependent on test results of other 
hypotheses. 


Meaning holism is a theory that is related to the meaning attributed to 
words and their relationship to other words in a language. The premise 
that underlies semantic holism is the following: 


(y) The meaning of an expression depends on the whole or an important 
part of the language to which it belongs. 


After the presentation of the general concepts of epistemological holism 
and semantic holism, the arguments made by Quine on these theories 
will now be presented. 


First Approach 


Willard Van Orman Quine was one of the most successful American 
analytical philosophers of the twentieth century. Among the many 
subjects that he worked during his academic life holism was one of them 
and that will be the subject of this paper. More than that, Quine was one 
of the first philosophers of his generation to worry about this issue, 
being that in the beginning of the 50's of the last century. He developed 
arguments about holism in two areas: (i) he first talked about 
epistemological holism, which deals with empirical contrast; (1) and, 
secondly, he worked on meaning holism, which is directly linked to 
language issues. 


In one of his most successful texts entitled “Iwo Dogmas of 
Empiricism” (1951) - published in the collection of essays From a 
Logical Point of View (1953), one can find the description of the so- 
called “Duhem-Quine” thesis (D/Q), also known more broadly as 
“confirmation holism” as well as the critique of the analytic-synthetic 
distinction (the division between analytic and synthetic utterances). In 
two of his subsequent texts, Quine presented argumentations on 
meaning holism through what he defined as “radical translation”, first, in 
“Speaking of Objects” (1957) and, afterwards, in depth in his book 
Word and Object (1960). In this paper, these two perspectives on 
Quinean holism will be presented. 


Duhem-Quine Thesis 


The D/Q thesis is a theory in the field of the philosophy of science 

related to the physicist Pierre Duhem. This physicist dedicated himself to 

studies of thermodynamics at the end of the 19th century, but 
331 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglS./] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


nevertheless he also had interests in other areas, such as the philosophy 
of science and developed a conception of scientific research that was the 
background of Quine's positions. 


Confirmation holism holds that: (4) all of our beliefs must face together 
the so-called "court of experience"; (ii) there are no crucial experiments 
to define which of the theories under discussion is correct or incorrect; 
(iii) and, finally, a single path is not necessary to resolve the imbalances 
between theory and experience — what is called in the philosophy of 
science the “underdetermination of scientific theories by empirical 
evidence”. In this way, it can be considered that, according to the D/Q 
thesis, the isolated data resulting from a scientific investigation, are 
useless and respond to nothing because the results of the experiments do 
not present a univocal result of confirmation or rejection of the theories. 
In Quine, epistemological holism is interpreted as a reason to reject the 
analytic/synthetic distinction, while meaning holism results from the 
conjunction of epistemological holism and verificationism1. 


It can be interpreted that Quinean confirmation holism, presented in 
“Two Dogmas of Empiricism’, is very close to meaning holism. 
Quinean confirmation holism generally considers that there is a 
minimum body of beliefs that face the court of experience. He argues 
that it is not possible that isolated sentences of a certain body of beliefs 
can face the experience, which results in the interpretation that, at first, 


any sentence can be kept true in the face of a recalcitrant experience 
(Lopes, 2014, p.53). 


Radical Translation and Language Learning 


To follow the line of development of Quinean meaning holism it will be 
necessary to present a text that bases its meaning holism. It is important 
for this meaning holism his text “Speaking of Objects” (1957) and his 
book Word and Object (1960). In Word and Olyect, Quine returns to the 
attention of this theory again, but his approach to the 1957 text will be 
sufficient to present the foundations of his classic meaning holism. 


1. “In general, the “official interpretation” of “Iwo dogmas” suggests that Quine achieves 
semantic holism through the conjunction between epistemological holism and verificationism, 
also called Peirce's thesis. According to this reading, if it is maintained with the epistemological 
holist that the statements do not have theit own confirmation conditions in isolation and, 
furthermore, it is granted with Peirce that the meaning of a statement is given by such conditions, 
then it must also be accepted that the statements do not have their meaning in isolation, but 
rather they obtain it by virtue of belonging to a theory. "(Cafiamares, 2002, p.128) 
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The Linguist and “Gavagai” 


In his text “Speaking of Objects” (1957), Quine begins by drawing the 
reader's attention to the fact that man usually appropriates the 
conceptual schemes of others, but not in their original form, but 
adapting them to their own standard, translating the discourse of the 
other from their particular compression process (and not the “original” 
process). This type of situation can identify some pre-fallibility of any 
translation. The author explains: 


It is hard to say how else there is to talk, not because our objectifying 
pattern is an invariable trait of human nature, but because we are bound 
to adapt any alien pattern to our own in the very process of 
understanding or translating the alien sentences. (Quine, 1957, p.5) 


Quine invites the reader to imagine a linguist in a newly discovered tribe, 
whose language is not known by other people than the beings of this 
community and, therefore, the linguist is unable to understand them. 
The linguist has the objective of learning the native language through the 
situations observed and their circumstances. At first, the linguist goes on 
to list the terms related to physical objects, however, already in this 
observational phase, the linguist begins to impose its own rules. 


The author suggests that the linguist from a certain moment must 
establish inductively that a certain locative expression (indicating place or 
direction) is an expression that the natives usually use when speaking in 
the presence of a rabbit. Suppose that this expression is “gavagai”. In 
this case, it would be agreed that each time the appearance of a rabbit 
occurs, this term would be uttered. However, this term may not mean 
"rabbit", but, for example, “There's a rabbit”, “There we have a rabbit”, 
“Lo! a rabbit’, “Lo! rabbithood again’ (Ibid, p.5). This translation is 
pragmatically nothing more than a sentence used to announce rabbits. 
However, this step of the translation is given from the own imposition 
of this linguist, equating several possible parts of the term for the term 
“rabbit”. Following with this rationale about the expression before the 
appearance of a rabbit, as a referent of the expression "gavagai", this 
native expression, although it is used when the rabbit is present, and 
since this expression is only true when the rabbit is present, in no way 
can be assumed that there is certainty that this reference corresponds to 
a tabbit. This could be simply a piece of rabbit or in Quinean terms, 
“temporary rabbit segments”, not separate parts of rabbit. 
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To get out of the problem described above, we must go beyond the 
simple fact of seeing whether something is present or not. It is necessary 
to ask if this referent is the same as another or if it is one, two or three of 
these that are present. At this point, Quine is launching the need for 
quantification and identity for translations. Worse yet, one observes the 
case that even this native expression cannot even be credited as the 
appearance of an object, because it could simply be interpreted as a 
singular term with meaning of the manifestation of a part in a certain 
place. For example: only “rabbit”, as the action “snows” or “rains”. 


However, we must take into account the fact that the linguist is very 
methodical. He will not be able to translate more than a few “simple 
announcements” of certain events. Quine presents a play on this type of 
situation: “a cagey linguist is a caged linguist” (Ibid. p.6). The goal of the 
linguist is simply to create a manual of instructions for the current 
development of the native phrases that correspond roughly to the 
sentence constructions that can be constructed in another language 
(English, for example) and vice versa. It is interesting to note that, in the 
construction of this manual, the linguist at one time or another will have 
to decide how to accommodate in his native translation certain 
expressions of his own language, through his own adaptation. 


After a certain time of observation and initial preparation of the 
translation, the linguist goes on to observe his observation sentences, as 
well as the announcement expression of the rabbit (“gavagai’), 
previously cited. In this type of translation, the linguist can say how to 
translate them into their language, so, do not take into account the 
differences between, for example, "rabbit", "here a rabbit" or "here 
rabbithood". He will have the possibility of registering several native 
sentences establishing when the natives are prone to pronounce certain 
affirmations or negations, although he cannot find out what are the 
“rabbit” movements with which these events can be associated. They are 
logical connections, where he will check precisely when an element A is 
willing to announce B and deny C or announce C and deny A and B, for 
example. From this set of sentences, the linguist will observe which are 
collaborating with the representation of “rabbits” and others according 
to the pre-detected truth conditions. 


This theory of logical connectives will be tested on numerous occasions 
by the linguist, in different ways to see if any of them do not work well. 
Quine names this strategy of “permutation of time order” and affirms 
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that, although this is a good scientific method, this method does not 
present us with any new type of elements. All the signs of the maternal 
languages in question can be correlated with the native terms in 
innumerable ways (numerous combinations) and the compatibility 
occurs only when there is a simple and natural rational translation of the 
translated language, in relation to the mother tongue. 


Quine states that even if the linguist becomes bilingual, acquiring the 
same kind of native thinking, this would not solve much, because the 
lack of access to the conceptual scheme of the other also occurs between 
individuals who have the same language and the same culture. He 
emphasizes: 


(...) the arbitrariness of reading our objectifications into the heathen 
speech reflects not so much the inscrutability of the heathen mind, as 
that there is nothing to scrute. Even we who grew up together and 
learned English at the same knee, or adjacent ones, talk alike for no 
other reason than that society coached us alike in a pattern of verbal 
response to externally observable cues. (Ibid., p. 7) 


Man was configured from an external conformity and from an external 
standard. That is why, when one relates sentences between X and Y (X 
and Y being of the same language and culture), such relations are agreed 
in a very acceptable way. The task of the linguist is, step by step, to relate 
sentences with sentences to arrive at a general correlation, so that these 
can be combined with the affirmations or denials of the natives, at least 
in an acceptable mannet. 


Thus, taking into account all these objections, it can be clearly observed 
that “thinking about objects”, according to Quine, can only be 
developed within the “conceptual framework” of each one and this is the 
greatest enemy of all possible translations. In “Speaking of Objects’, 
Quine presents another important example for the exhibition and 
defense of his theory of radical translation that in this research will be 
named as “the acquisition of language by the child”. 


The Acquisition of Language by the child 


Following the Quinean approach in “Speaking of Objects” about the 

impossibility of translation, the philosopher asks, in the second section 

of his text, that the reader ignore the example of the “gavagai” for a 

moment and go on to focus on the analysis of their own children in their 

homes, who have just learned the names of the first “objects” in their 
335 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglSol] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


29 66. 


mother tongue. For example: “mom”, “water”, perhaps “red” (Ibid., p.9). 
The case of the child bears some resemblance to the case of the linguist 
and the tribe because, although it can be admitted that the child, in a 
certain way, learned to use words like “mom” and “red”, that does not 
mean that these statements are merely terms for things and substances. 


According to Quine, the child is only using mass expressions. It is not 
because each time the mother appears in the presence of the child, 
whether to feed or clean it, and the child babbles “mom ’’, that this 


statement has any substantial terminological value. 


In adulthood, a person distinguishes “mom”, “red”? and “water” as 
different objects. One admits, for example, “mom” as an integral object, 
which the child will visit from time to time; “Red” as an object that is 
distributed around the environment in which one is involved, being a 
pigment present in various objects; and “water”, even though it is a bit 
like “red”, has the distinction of being something of continuous 
recognition, since you cannot list water or much less identify “this water” 
ot “that water” because everything was “water” will be defined as the 
“water matter’. What is totally different for the child: these three objects 
mentioned above are on the same level and are nothing more than “a 
history of sporadic encounter” (Ibid, p.9). The child still cannot 
distinguish the repetition of appearances from his mother, nor the 
vatious possibilities of dispositions of the red color, nor the amount of 
water, in their states and acquired forms. 


This framework of the inexperience of the child is temporary and 
progressively he will obtain verbal behavior skills that will reach the 
point of copying the descriptions of the world in a very faithful way, 
arriving to generate questions related to conceptual uniformities in a 
correct way. 


Quine uses the term “individuative” to describe this idea: “apple”. When 
the child ably occupies this term, it can be said that he reached (in some 
way) the domain of the use of terms and objects. That's because “apple” 
is not like “mom”, “red” and “water”. “Apple” requires a deep 
ontological understanding to understand its use. It is necessary to know 
“how much of an apple counts and how much counts as another apple”. 
Terms like these are called, according to Quine, “individuative terms”. 


The child cannot (yet) totally dominate the use of the term “apple” in its 
individual use because it needs something it does not yet have: the game 
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of the conceptual scheme that adults have to use moving, durable objects 
of the same substance, materials and substantial Suppose that the child 
one day answered “apples” in the place of the singular, for a large 
quantity of apples. Would this be an individual use of the term “apple’’? 
Quine says no. Curiously the child may have learned “apples” as another 
term of mass and not as a part of “apple”. 


Where “apples” would be applied correctly when “apple” would turn 
into a large quantity of them. Quine also exemplifies saying: “Apples”, 
for the child, would be subordinated to “apple”, as is “warm water” to 
“water”, and “bright red” to “red”. (Ibid., p.10). The child could continue 
using this play on words, using the -s and get to surprise us with the 
perfection of the “adjustment” of his “design” of the words in the 
dialogues. However, he is only going to change mass terms by more 
specialized mass terms that refer to certain groupings. 


It will only be known that the child has acquired the “trick of 
individuation” when a more complex dialogue develops about “that 
apple, an apple, another apple, those apples”. Only at this level can one 
identify what is a correct use of the individuadores and what are simple 
imitations. This correct use is the result of combinatorial progressions of 
terms in different situations, the so-called contextual learning, when 
these are gradually adjusted, sentence to sentence, to achieve a consistent 
standard of use. 


Quine follows his skeptical discourse regarding the perfect use of terms 
that designate objects by saying: 
I have urged that we could know the necessary and sufficient stimulatory 
conditions of every possible act of utterance, in a foreign language, and still 


not know how to determine what objects the speakers of that language 


believe in. (Ibid., p.12) 


Following this statement, how can one be sure that the use of terms for 
objects is right or wrong? How can you know when they are being used 
irreducibly or not? Could it be that all the times people talk about 
objects, man is simply doing schematic verbal tests of things, without 
worrying about the particular context of others? From these questions 
Quine suggests that the possibilities of errors in existential statements are 
directly proportional to our verbal domain of objective references. He 
suggests, thus, some stages of the child's learning, in the following way: 
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First phase of learning: at this stage the child learns words like “mom” 
and “water”, because he can see these objects retrospectively as names, 
from a space-time object that can be observed. 


Second phase of learning: the child begins to develop a notion of 
“object”. As he has not yet learned to occupy the individual terms by the 
method of reinforcement and extinction, he still cannot use them 
optimally. 


Third phase of learning: the general demonstrative terms appear like 
“this box” or “that ball’. A singular term correctly occupied can, by 
mistake, cease to name. It may be that the child points to the side of a 
box or maybe a can. 


Fourth phase of learning: the union of general terms begins with others 
in the attributive position. It is interesting to note that in this phase the 
child can now obtain false general terms, such as “square ball”, for 
example. 


Fifth phase of learning: access to new types of objects. It allows the child 
for the first time to form terms whose references can be admitted 
unobservable forever, without being repudiated as non-existent, as “blue 
apples”. This explanation of terms related to singular terms is the most 
primitive form of creating terms on which it is intended to nominate 
unobservable, however, there are also more flexible provisions for 
practically the same feat: “the relative clause and description”’. 


Sixth phase of learning: this phase awakens the formulation of the most 
abstract singular terms such as “humanity”, “redness”. They are the 
attributes, the names, the classes and the qualities. 


In this last phase of learning it is important to mention the examples that 
Quine presents in relation to colors in the formulation of an abstract 
reference for the child. While the child has not yet mastered the 
conceptual scheme and the lasting physical objects, he looks at an 
“apple” as a red object and has the certainty of this inference. However, 
the child does not know that the inside of the apple is white because he 
did not look at it in pieces. Just as the child can say, for example, that the 
tomato is green, because he did not observe its interior. Hence the use of 
duplicity: there are things of red material (in the case of tomato juice) 
and there are red things (apples) that really are made of white material. 
Since the child still cannot occupy the term “red” with maturity, it turns 
out that he applies singularities in the “concrete generality”. 
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Where is quinean Holism? 


It was of fundamental importance for the presentation of the holism of 
Willard V. O. Quine, to introduce in this work the D/Q thesis, but 
mainly the thesis of the radical translation presented by Quine in his text 
“Speaking of Objects” (1957). It could also be cited Quine's 
development of radical translation in his book Word and Olyect (1960), but 
in the interpretation made in this paper it is believed that the 
presentation of Quinean holism is sufficiently demonstrated in two 
works, first of all less representative, in “Iwo Dogmas of Empiricism” 
(1951) (epistemological holism) and, definitely, in “Speaking of Objects” 
(1957) (meaning holism). The interpretation made in this paper is 
different from the interpretation made by Fodor and Lepore (1992) - 
which judges that Quinean holism is strictly in the “Iwo Dogmas’”. In 
this research it will be considered that Quine's meaning holism is 
primarily in his thesis of radical translation and, pattially, in the D/Q 
thesis and its relations with verificationism or confirmatory holism, as 
was proposed by Cafiamares (2002). 


Thus, one can summarize the Quinean holism in two ways: 


In the text “Iwo Dogmas of Empiricism” (1951) Quine presented 
confirmation holism (epistemological holism) or D/Q thesis, which 
characterizes the process by which a scientist confirms his hypothesis. 
According to his approach, the process of confirming a certain 
hypothesis always involves a set of hypotheses that accompany it. In this 
way, in the face of an experience that does not adhere to the foreseen, it 
is always possible for the scientist to maintain his first hypothesis by 
occupying other auxiliary hypotheses (which serve to support his truth). 
Quine's argument is quoted again in his later book Pursuit of Truth (1990). 
It is important to make clear that, in this perspective, Quine's 
“epistemological” holism works in favor of meaning holism that is only 
presented in his theory of language learning and radical translation. 


In “Speaking of Objects” (1957) and in some subsequent works we can 
observe the effective presentation of Quinean meaning holism. As was 
advanced in the section on the 1957 text, Quine presents two well- 
known examples: first, that of “gavagai” - of the linguist and the newly 
discovered tribe - and also the example of language learning by a child. 
In relation to the first example, Quine presents his argument that it is 
impossible to perform a perfect translation from one language to another 


339 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglSol] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


for different reasons ranging from the way communities occupy 
languages and their signs, to problems to establish correlations between 
meaning and reference. In this paper, it is argued that the 
“indetermination of translation” of Quine exposed in this text, is the first 
effective demonstration of a meaning holism, which exposes the 
difficulties of the interpretation of languages, as well as the difficulties of 
creating a manual of translation between languages, and the difficulty of 
finding reference and meaning even among people who have the same 
language and who etew up in the same community. On the other hand, 
considering the interpretation of Cafiamares (2002): 


The Quinean theory of language learning shows that the child only learns 
the theoretical portions of language through a series of irreducible 
jumps, based on extrapolations and analogies, from observation. And, 
precisely, the irreducibility of these jumps ends with the reductionist 
hope of defining the theoretical statements in terms of observation 
statements1. (Cafiamares, 2002, pp. 162-163) 


If a person accepts Quine's theory of language learning, necessarily he 
will have to reject the reductionism and even mote, if this theory is true, 
there is a strong argument in favor of holism and against any kind of 
reductionist theory and atomistic. 


Finally, in this paper, two moments of Quine's philosophy of language 
were presented (although these topics have been mentioned in later 
works) in relation to holistic argumentation. At first, in “Two Dogmas of 
Empiricism” (1957), according to the interpretation assumed in this 
reseatch, Quine presents his epistemological holism and his rejection of 
reductionism, presenting confirmatory holism, showing how the search 
process of the confirmation of hypothesis by scientists. And, in a second 
moment, in “Speaking of Objects” (1957), according to the 
interpretation assumed for this investigation, Quinean meaning holism 
can be identified purely through the inaugural presentation of his theory 
of radical translation, represented in the example of the “gavagai”, as 
well as, in his theory of language learning, presented from the example of 
language learning by a child. 


! Free translation from the original text in Spanish language. 
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Abstract. Quine's visualization of the language shows that the 
logical form is mainly revealed in the logic of the first order or 
what is called « Extention logic ». This means that the logical 
form applies only to the symbolic languag, to say the first-order 
predicate calcul language, not a natural language problem. Quine 
pointed out that the purpose of the necessary reformulation in a 
combination of a vehicle is treated in the same way as the logical 
form. The syntax of the sentence in the form of a logical account 
clearly and precisely demonstrates its obligations and_ its 
conceptual relationships to avoid paradoxes and avoid mistakes. 
In this regard, Quine recognizes that there are several ways to 
calculate in Logic. Thus, there is no requirement for the logical 
form of sentences in natural language: the logical form belongs 
only to the symbolic language. 


Keywords. Quine, logical form, symbolic language, first order 
logic, proposition, fixed sentences. 
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Résumé. La visualisation de la langue par Quine montre que la 
forme logique se révéle principalement dans la logique du premier 
ordre ou ce qu'on appelle «la logique extensionnelle ». Cela 
signifie que la forme logique s'applique uniquement au langage 
symbolique, c'est-a-dire 4 la langue du calcul des prédicats du 
ptemier ordre, et non un probleme de langage naturel. Quine a 
souligné que le but de la reformulation nécessaire dans une 
combinaison est traité de la méme maniére que la forme logique. 
La syntaxe de la phrase sous la forme d'un compte logique 
démontre clairement et précisément ses obligations et ses 
relations conceptuelles pour éviter les paradoxes et les erreurs. A 
cet égard, Quine reconnait qu'il existe plusieurs fagons de calculer 
et que la forme logique n’est pas exigée dans la langue naturelle 
mais seulement dans celle, symbolique, de la logique. 


Mots-clés. La forme logique, les langues symboliques, la logique 
du premier degré, proposition, énoncés éternels. 
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Résumé. W.V. Quine a soutenu que de multiples extensions 
q 
incompatibles peuvent en principe étre attribuées aux prédicats 
d'une langue, chacune étant également compatible avec toutes les 
gue, g ; 
preuves comportementales et psychologiques possibles, 4 moins 
que les extensions d'autres prédicats ne soient supposées étre 
fixes (une vue qu’il appelait « l'inscrutabilité de la référence »). Je 
q Pp 
défends ce point de vue contre les critiques les plus influentes, et 
. . P q . oye 
je soutiens que, comme conséquence de l'inscutabilité, la 
référence au niveau du terme ne peut étre déterminée que 
parallélement et de maniére holistique pour tous les termes de la 
langue. 
Ss 


Mots-clés. Quine, inscrutabilité de la référence, holisme. 
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Abstract. W.V. Quine argued that multiple incompatible 
extensions can in principle be assigned to the predicates of a 
language, each equally consistent with all possible behavioral and 
psychological evidence, unless the extensions of other predicates 
are assumed to be fixed (a view he called “the inscrutability of 
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reference”). I defend this view against influential critics, and 
argue that as a consequence of inscrutability, term-level reference 
can be determined only in parallel and holistically for all terms in 
the language. 


Keywords. Quine, inscrutability of reference, holism. 


L Introduction 


W.V. Quine famously argued that there is no fact of the matter about 
what the terms of a language refer to. According to Quine, the best one 
can do is to accept one of several equally good theories about the 
semantics of subsentential expressions, apparently mutually incompatible 
with respect to the extensions they assign to such expressions.’ Quine 
has called his negative view about reference “the inscrutability of 


reference”, and his positive view “ontological relativity”. 


Many discussions of reference in the contemporary philosophy of 
language have focused on the resolution of problems pertaining to the 
reference of particular types of linguistic expressions. For the purposes 
of most such discussions, questions about the nature of reference of the 
sort Quine raises are properly ignored. The truth of the inscrutability 
thesis (henceforth, occasionally, “inscrutability” for short) would, 
however, threaten the viability of any semantic theory (whether of a 
natural language or of a language of thought) that aims to work its way 
up to an account of truth conditions from an independently motivated 
assignment of extensions to subsentential expressions. 


If Quine is right, the assignment of reference to a given term or 
predicate is constrained only by its contribution to truth conditions in 
combination with the reference of other terms. Thus, as Jerry Fodor 
acknowledges in discussing what he takes to be the limits of 
informational theories of mental content, what is at stake in Quine’s 


1 I will not in general pay much heed to such distinctions as that between singular terms and 
predicates, or reference and extension (for a discussion of these distinctions, see e.g. Neale (1993, 
sections 2 & 3)). In this I follow Quine, who speaks alternately of predication and of “divided 
reference”. I take it this to be harmless, since the considerations that might lead one to accept 
inscrutability for predicates apply straightforwardly to paradigm cases of singular terms like 
proper names. 


2 See Quine (1957), (1960 ch. 2), (1969 p. 26-68), and (1970). 
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work on reference is the extent to which semantic theory will turn out to 
be holistic.' 


I argue in what follows that, contrary to what is often thought, at least 
some of the views Quine endorses about reference under the heading of 
“inscrutability” are both true and of some philosophical significance. I 
begin in the next section by distinguishing Quine’s claims about 
reference from his thesis of the indeterminacy of translation, and 
discussing the argument for inscrutability in a preliminary way. In section 
III I consider objections to Quine’s claim that the facts about verbal 
behavior underdetermine reference, and in section IV I argue that 
nothing about a speaker’s psychological states can fix reference where 
verbal behavior fails. I conclude in section V that although inscrutability 
is true, one needn’t endorse an antirealist attitude toward reference. 
While inscrutability precludes a causal theory of reference, as argued in 
Field (1975), a naturalized account of reference can likely be recovered 
within a holist theory of meaning such as a functional role semantics, in a 
way that is consistent with Quine’s thesis. 


II. Preliminary remarks on inscrutability 


A 1957 address to the American Philosophical Association, eventually 
published as “Speaking of Objects” (Quine 1957), is one of Quine’s first 
discussions of the themes of radical translation and indeterminacy. This 
address was based on Quine’s work on Word and Object, in which he 
argues for the indeterminacy of translation, a thesis he states as follows: 
“Manuals for translating one language into another can be set up in 
divergent ways, all compatible with the totality of speech dispositions, 
yet incompatible with one another” (Quine 1960, p. 27). The argument 
depends on examples in which a speaker’s dispositions to accept or 
reject sentences under various stimulatory conditions underdetermine 
the interpretation of those sentences with respect to their predicate 
structure. If the English “There’s a rabbit’ has the same conditions of 
assent and dissent as does a sentence we wish to translate, then so will 
“‘There’s an undetached rabbit part’, “There’s an instantiation of 


1 Fodor (1995, p. 57-58). It is evident that inscrutability presents a challenge for causal theories 
of reference in this respect. Indeed, Devitt and Sterelny (1990, p. 80) concede that a purely causal 
account of reference cannot succeed, on the basis of arguments about underdetermination very 
similar to Quine’s. It’s well known that informational theories of mental content such as those 
reviewed in Fodor (1990) are beset by a host of problems of underdetermination of semantics by 
the causal and informational facts, but these are of a different sort than what Quine discusses. 

2 Quine (1969, p. v-vi). 
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rabbithood’, and “There’s a temporal stage of a rabbit’, among others. 
These are not (semantically) equivalent translations, since they attribute 
to the speaker the use of predicates with different extensions. 


Quine argues further that no amount of questioning can decide between 
these interpretations. One might seek to settle the issue by asking how 
many objects ate present, or whether the objects ostended at two 
different times are identical. But such questions, e.g. ‘Is this rabbit the 
same as that rabbitr’, could elicit the same response patterns on any of 
the interpretations just considered, because ‘is the same as’ might be 
understood by the speaker to mean, e.g., ‘is a temporal stage of or 
‘belongs with’. One’s interpretation of the expressions of a language used 
in individuation and counting can always be adjusted to suit alternate 
interpretations of the predicates, such that predictions about dispositions 
to assent and dissent are preserved. Since such dispositions are all we 
have on which to build our semantic theory for a language, Quine 
argues, there is no fact of the matter about which interpretation is 
correct, and hence no fact of the matter about the extensions of the 
language’s predicates. This is Quine’s thesis of the inscrutability of 
reference. 


It is crucial to appreciate that inscrutability itself has nothing essentially 
to do with translation, and is instead one possible reason for the 
indeterminacy of translation. Quine’s discussions of inscrutability often 
invoke radical translation at the start, but this is only a rhetorical device. 
As Quine stresses on several occasions, there are no facts that compel us 
to construe “There is a rabbit’ in the mouths of fellow English speakers, 
ot indeed in our own mouths, as containing a predicate true of rabbits, 
any more than there are facts that compel us so to construe a sentence in 
an unknown language. 


Quine’s thesis of ontological relativity, developed in his John Dewey 
Lectures of 1968 and published in Ontological Relativity and Other Essays 
(Quine 1969), may be regarded as his mature or “official” view of our 
referential predicament. Ontological relativity is the view that our terms 
can be said to refer only relative to a background language (Quine 1969, 
p. 48), so that the proper conception of reference is a relative rather than 
an absolute one. A background language or background theory is, for 
present purposes, a collection of what Quine elsewhere calls “analytical 
hypotheses” — hypotheses, however motivated, about the semantics of a 
language’s subsentential parts. 
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Ontological relativity can be seen as an alternate way of describing the 
facts (or lack thereof) about reference captured by inscrutability.' The 
moral of inscrutability is that it is arbitrary to adopt any one set of 
analytical hypotheses as against equally good alternatives. We may adopt 
one anyway and consider the reference of our terms to be settled relative 
to it, but doing so does not, according to Quine, determine reference 
objectively. This is because inscrutability applies equally to the object 
language and to the language in which one’s background theory is 
couched (indeed, one may suppose the object and metalanguages to be 
identical). One can remark in a metalanguage that ‘rabbit’ refers to 
rabbits, but, as Quine puts it, “someone can always counter with the 
question: ‘Refer to rabbits in what sense of “rabbits’”?”” (Quine 1969, p. 
49). Talk of the relativity of reference is only a comforting way of 
speaking; the determinacy we have thus gained is merely nominal.” 


The case for inscrutability in a given language ultimately depends upon 
whether there really exists a plurality of interpretations of its sentences, 
each of which differs from the others in its construal of the language’s 
predicates but is compatible with all dispositions to verbal behavior on 
the part of its speakers. I say why I think there are such interpretations 
for English in the next section, but comparatively few opponents of 
inscrutability have confronted this question directly, since most assume 
that Quine’s thesis is a consequence of untenable behaviorist 
assumptions. 


John Searle, for example, takes inscrutability to be a reductio of Quine’s 
“extreme” linguistic behaviorism.’ Since we know from the first-person 
case that our terms have a determinate reference and Quine’s thesis 
entails that this is not the case, the thesis must be rejected, Searle claims, 
along with the behaviorism of which it is a consequence. Importantly, a 
criticism of this type needn’t take the form of an appeal to first-person 
knowledge. Louise Antony,’ for instance, argues that Quine’s insistence 


1 Strictly speaking, ontological relativity is a more general thesis than inscrutability. It subsumes 
the relativity of the reference of terms to analytical hypotheses, but Quine also notes other forms 
of ontological relativity, for example that the translation of object theory into background theory 
is itself relative, as is (in some cases) the choice between referential and substitutional 
quantification (Quine 1969, p.67). 

2 The phrase “nominal determinacy” was suggested to me by David Rosenthal in connection 
with this issue, though he may not have meant it in precisely the way in which I am presently 
using it. 

3 Searle (1987, p. 126). 

4 Antony (1987). 
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on framing issues about language exclusively in terms of behavior 
ignores the possibility of naturalistic theories that posit linguistic rules on 
the basis of that behavior in order to explain it. As a thoroughgoing 
naturalist who rejects a first philosophy, Quine should, Antony argues, 
embrace whatever theoretical entities are required to explain the 
phenomena we encounter, and if some of these theoretical entities 
include meanings and mental states, so be it (Antony p. 253). 


The temptation on the part of some to dismiss inscrutability on these 
more or less a priori grounds is understandable. Quine does take a 
behaviorist methodology to be necessary in the study of language,’ and 
claims at the start of his discussion of ontological relativity and elsewhere 
that facts about meaning “must be construed in terms of behavior” 
(Quine 1969, p. 27). This commitment is tied to Quine’s rejection of 
what he calls the “Museum Myth” (Quine 1969, p. 27, Quine 1960, p. 
74): broadly, the idea that the semantics of a person’s language is 
determinate in his or her mind beyond what is implicit in dispositions to 
verbal behavior. 


Quine's methodology does in fact embrace theoretical posits of the kind 
Antony considers, in the form of the analytical hypotheses. But whatever 
Quine’s methodological commitments, his thesis cannot be rejected 
solely on methodological grounds. It must be shown that some other 
methodology is capable of delivering results that provide a reason to 
reject the thesis. Unless this is shown, Quine’s rejection of the Museum 
Myth is vindicated. I discuss further why I think the rejection of 
behaviorism is of no help in refuting inscrutability in section IV; first, I 
attempt to establish that the thesis really is compatible with the 
behavioral facts. 


III. Rabbits versus URPs: An excruciatingly close look 


Jerry Fodor* and Gareth Evans’ have both gone to the trouble of 
attempting to devise counterexamples to the sorts of alternate 
interpretation schemes Quine proposes; that is to say, coming up with 
sentences that speakers would accept if they were referring to, for 
example, rabbits, rather than to undetached rabbit parts.* In this section 


1 Quine (1987, p. 5). 

2 Fodor (1995). 

3 Evans (1975). 

4 Strictly speaking, Fodor sees his argument as showing that there are facts about what speakers 
would be prepared to infer from what that would distinguish the two cases, and does not take this to be 
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I discuss the arguments of Fodor and Evans, and a series of replies by 
Jonathan Wilcock. 


Discussions of inscrutability traditionally focus on Quine’s leporine 
example, and what follows will be no exception. There is nothing 
particularly special about the example, and in fact it involves potential 
discriminants (such as those connected with animacy) that may be absent 
elsewhere, so if inscrutability can be defended in this case, there is good 
reason to think that it is a pervasive feature of natural language. I begin 
by reviewing Quine’s basic strategy, on which Wilcock elaborates. 


Quine claims in effect that we can construe ‘rabbit’ as a predicate true of 
undetached rabbit parts (henceforth, following Fodor, ‘URPs’) while 
preserving the truth values of its containing sentences (and dispositions 
to assent and dissent to them among speakers). As discussed earlier, 
asking a speaker how many rabbits are present, for example by pointing 
to different parts of the same rabbit and asking “Is this the same rabbit 
as that?” would afford us reason to reject the deviant interpretation only 
if we assumed that such phrases as ‘x is the same as y’ were understood 
by the speaker to assert that (or query whether) x and y are identical. 
One might instead take such a phrase to assert that x belongs with y. The 
point is most easily illustrated by concentrating on the quantificational 
statement “There is exactly one rabbit’. If we take the “belongs-with” 
relation in place of identity as the semantic value of ‘is’, and the set of 
URPs in place of the set of rabbits as the semantic value of ‘rabbit’, then 
(A) “There is exactly one rabbit’ would be translated, in effect, as (B) 
“There is at least one URP with which any URP belongs’ (Wilcock p. 4- 
a) 


Although the surface forms of these sentences are quite different, 
Wilcock’s formulation in predicate logic notation (Wilcock p. 4) shows 
that simply making the recommended substitutions converts the one 
sentence into the other: 


(1) (Gx) (Rx A (W)(Ry > y=x)) 


obviously the same as what a radical translator could figure out by observing verbal behavior 
(Fodor p. 60). It seems to me that one could get at a speaker’s dispositions to infer if one knows 
how the speaker’s dispositions to accept sentences depend on one another, so I will ignore this 
qualification in what follows. 

1 All references are to Wilcock’s unpublished manuscript, “Two Failures to Scrutinize 
Reference”. 
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regiments (A) or (B), depending on whether one takes ‘R’ to be satisfied 
by rabbits and ‘=’ to denote identity, or ‘R’ to be satisfied by URPs and 
‘=’ to denote the belongs-with relation. 


It is perhaps worth pointing out here that all that is required to ensure 
that queries about counting and identity cannot help one distinguish 
between predication of URPs and of rabbits is that one take the portion 
of the language normally interpreted as expressing identity to express 
instead some equivalence relation holding between URPs. Selecting the 
“belongs-with” relation in particular helps give the suggestion some 
intuitive content. As we will see below, this simple characterization of 
the equivalence relation will have to be abandoned in the face of Fodor’s 
objection, but this in itself does not count against inscrutability. 


Fodor’s objection takes the form of the hypothesis that, for any two 
actually distinct features F and G, it will be possible to find some feature 
H that is compatible with something’s being an F but not with its being a 
G.' We can then construct a sentence S that predicates F-ness and H- 
ness of an object on one interpretation, and G-ness and H-ness on the 
other.” By hypothesis, the sentence will come out false on the G reading 
but true on the F reading, so that speakers who interpret S as predicating 
F-ness will assent to it, but those who interpret it as predicating G-ness 
will not. 


Fodor uses squares and triangles to make the point, but Wilcock (p. 10) 
usefully recasts it in terms of rabbits: the sentence “There is something 
that is both a rabbit and a rabbit’s foot’ should be accepted by a speaker 
whose predicate ‘rabbit’ applies to URPs, but not by one whose 
predicate ‘rabbit’ applies to rabbits, even if we make the recommended 
adjustment in our understanding of ‘is’. This is because any given URP 
belongs with both the rabbit of which it is a part and the other parts of 
that rabbit, including each of its feet.” 


1 I take this way of formulating Fodor’s objection almost verbatim from Wilcock (p. 7). 

2 Fodor puts the point in terms of predicate conjunction because that construction rules out the 
possibility, left open by sentence conjunction, that the object referred to in each sentence is 
different. Fodor argues that a construction in the language can be identified as predicate 
conjunction on the basis of evidence having to do with the inferences a speaker would be willing 
to accept (Fodor p. 69). 

3 Wilcock supposes here, I take it, that the interpretation of ‘rabbit’s foot? remains the same 
across both interpretations of the language. ‘Rabbit’s foot’ is treated as an unstructured predicate, 
so as not to yield the bizarre “Undetached rabbit part’s foot’. This may seem ad hoc, but I take it 
that nothing in the ensuing discussion depends on it. 
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Wilcock’s response to this objection, developing an idea of David 
Rosenthal’s, is that one can translate ‘there is’ as expressing something 
more complex than the existential quantifier. Instead of taking “There is 
a rabbit’ to assert the existence of a rabbit, one might take it to assert: 
“there is something entirely composed of things that belong with a 
particular undetached rabbit part” (Wilcock p. 10). Similarly for “There is 
a tabbit’s foot’, which would be taken to assert that there is something 
entirely composed of things that belong with an undetached rabbit’s foot 
part. 


By interpreting the predicates and apparatus of individuation in this way, 
one can avoid Fodor’s conclusion. The sentence “There is something that 
is both a rabbit and a rabbit’s foot’ would, on this interpretation, be 
rejected, since there is nothing that is both entirely composed of things 
that belong with undetached rabbit parts and entirely composed of 
things that belong with undetached rabbit’s foot parts (Wilcock, p. 11). 
This assumes that we understand the sentence to involve two distinct, 
narrow belongs-with relations, one of which obtains only between the 
undetached parts of a rabbit’s foot but not between the other parts of 
the entire rabbit. 


In detail (closely following Wilcock, p. 11), the alternative translation 
would work as follows. Take F to be a predicate true of the undetached 
parts of whatever type of object one would normally (that is, on a 
“standard” translation) take F to be true of, ‘=,’ to denote an equivalence 
relation that obtains between all the parts of an object whose parts F is 
true of, and ‘P’ to denote the is-an-undetached-part-of relation. Then the 
following sentence has the same truth conditions as “There is an FP’, 
understood in the ordinary way: 


(2) (Ax) (Fx A Gy) (Wz) (% =F x = Pzy)) 
This is so even though F is understood to apply to the undetached parts 
of Fs. 


After dealing with Fodor’s objection, Wilcock addresses three apparently 
powerful objections to inscrutability from Gareth Evans. The first is 
that, in order to get the proper assent conditions for statements 
involving compound predication like “There is a white rabbit’, one would 
have to provide alternative satisfaction conditions for, e.g., the predicate 
‘white’, given the existence of brown rabbits with white parts, but it is 
not obvious how to do so. 
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Taking ‘white’ to be satisfied by objects that are parts of white things is 
ruled out, since a brown rabbit with a white part will contain URPs that 
are parts of white rabbit parts, and so “There is a white rabbit’ would 
prompt assent only on the URP interpretation in the presence of a 
white-footed brown rabbit. Allowing only objects that are parts of white 
rabbits into the extension of ‘white’ is no better, since it gives the wrong 
predictions for non-rabbit-related uses of ‘white’ (Evans p. 357-358). 


This objection is similar in style to Fodor’s and can be handled in a 
similar way, in fact with the same schema used to respond to Fodor’s 
objection (Wilcock p.15). Rather than fiddling with satisfaction 
conditions, one could interpret “There is a white rabbit’ as follows, where 
‘W’ applies to white things, ‘“URP’ applies to URPs, and ‘=, ,,’ stands for 
the equivalence relation that holds among the parts of an object whose 
parts are URPs (again closely following Wilcock, p.16): 


(3) (4x) (ORPx A Gy)(¥z)(% =urr x = Pzy) A Wy) 

This move also takes care of Evans’s second, subtler objection. The 
objection is that, if we were to succeed in changing the satisfaction 
conditions of the predicates of the language so as to get the assent 
conditions we’d need to support inscrutability, it would turn out that 
“different parts of the same rabbit are indistinguishable by the predicates 
of the language” (Evans p. 359). Evans assumes that to deal with cases 
like the white-footed brown rabbit just discussed, the satisfaction 
conditions of the predicates would have to be altered so that their 
applicability always depended on the properties of the containing rabbit. 
But if various parts of the same rabbit are indistinguishable by the 
predicates of the language, then any sentence true of one will be true of 
another. This result would require us to construe whatever equivalence 
relation we suppose to hold between rabbit parts as identity, since it 
would meet the reflexivity and substitutivity requirements that, by 
Quine’s own lights and in any case plausibly, are sufficient for taking a 
predicate to express identity (Evans p. 359). 


This is clearly not the case on the present proposal, however: the 
satisfaction conditions of predicates like ‘white’ have not been altered, 
and moreover, one can distinguish among various parts of a rabbit 
indirectly by using a predicate like ‘rabbit part’, which would take 
undetached parts of rabbit parts as its extension. The same schema used 
above, where F is replaced by such a predicate, would allow one to in 
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effect assert the existence of a white rabbit part, or a rabbit part with any 
property one wishes (Wilcock p.17). Wilcock’s schema thus seems to be 
a powerful tool for defending the URP route to the inscrutability of 


1 
reference. 


Evans’s final argument is based on his observation that the ability to use 
sentences in English involving compound predication requires the ability 
to discriminate between situations in a way that’s sensitive to the identity 
ot distinctness of rabbits, or as Evans puts it, “the ability to sort situation 
paits into two: those in which the same rabbit is involved in both from 
those in which the same rabbit is not involved in both” (Evans p. 355). 
It is not enough, for example, to elicit assent to “There’s a white rabbit’ 
that there be visible a white, rabbit-sized continuous portion of rabbity 
stuff, since the white portion could be a result of “several brown rabbits 
so organized that their white tails are contiguous” (Evans p. 351). To 
respond as a competent English speaker would, one must genuinely be 
able to discriminate one rabbit from another. According to Evans, it is 
this ability to discriminate between rabbits that we aim to explain by 
reading into the relevant sentences a structure involving predication of 
rabbits. Using these same sentences does not require an ability to 
discriminate between or (again in Evans’s terms) “master the identity 
conditions of’ rabbit parts. Evans takes this fact to be sufficient to show 
that ‘rabbit’ divides its reference over rabbits. 


This objection is unlikely to succeed, since Quine himself notes that 
mastery of the term ‘rabbit’ requires mastery of the identity conditions or 
“principle of individuation” of rabbits in his argument for ontological 
relativity (Quine 1969, p. 31). An obvious reply, anticipated immediately 
by Evans and discussed by Wilcock, runs as follows. Although mastery 
of the identity conditions of rabbits may be sufficient for mastery of the 
relevant portions of the language, it would also be sufficient to master 
the conditions under which certain equivalence relations (the “belongs- 
with” relations) hold among URPs. Evans concedes the point, but is not 
worried by it: “All we are entitled to is the use of the phrase ‘mastery of 
the identity conditions of A’s’ in a weak sense, in which it means the 
ability to make that distinction in the world which is made by any 


1 Wilcock discusses a further objection, due to Michael Levin, that would force one to employ 
distinct classes of equivalence relations for each term of the language. This difference might be of 
some importance, since it seems to require quantifying over classes, but it does not affect the 
points I’ll be making, so I won’t discuss it here. 
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sentence stimulus-synonymous with “This is the same A as that’. But 
this is all we need” (p. 355). Despite Evans’s assertion to the contrary, 
however, his argument does not show that ‘rabbit’ should be construed 
as a predicate dividing its reference over rabbits rather than over URPs. 
It would show that only if we antecedently assumed that ‘is’ and related 
expressions stand for identity. 


Though the objections just considered do not succeed as 
counterexamples to the adequacy of an interpretation of English that 
assigns the set of URPs as the extension of ‘rabbit’, they force a more 
complex alternate interpretation of the apparatus of individuation than 
the ones Quine suggests. This may turn out to be of importance, because 
the regimentations that Wilcock employs to save inscrutability quantify, 
in effect, over rabbits.’ The necessity of doing so was in a sense obvious 
from the start. In addition to the examples given by Fodor and Evans, it 
is unclear how talk of URPs could accommodate sentences like “This 
rabbit wants a carrot’ without indirectly attributing the want to a whole 
organism. There is thus good reason to think that quantification over 
rabbits will be a feature of any adequate interpretation of English (and 
more generally that natural language speakers will be committed to the 
existence of the entities standardly assigned as the extensions of their 
predicates) come what may, according to Quine’s criterion of ontological 
commitment. 


This perhaps bears only on questions of ontology, but Wilcock, at least, 
grants that reference to rabbits is taking place (p. 24): 


According to the thesis as I have defended it, there is no fact of the matter 
as to whether the term ‘rabbit’ refers to rabbits or undetached proper parts 
of rabbits. This is not to say that for an utterance of the sentence “There is a 
rabbit’ there is no fact of the matter as to whether reference has been made 
to a whole rabbit or merely to an undetached part of a rabbit. On my 
proposal, there will always be an act of reference to a whole rabbit. 


Despite this, the outcome of Wilcock’s discussion is that “It is clearly 
possible for there to be a language the speakers of which are able to refer 
to rabbits even though there is no predicate of the language that divides 
its reference over rabbits’, and indeed, that English can be interpreted as 


such (Wilcock p. 25). 


1 The value of y in regimentations (2) and (3) above must, in fact, be a rabbit, if the truth- 
conditional equivalence of these interpretations to the standard one is to be guaranteed. 
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Inscrutability was always intended by Quine to be a thesis about the 
reference of terms. If reference to rabbits is taking place in the 
nonstandard interpretations of English discussed in this section, it is 
reference via a description that does not employ a term true of rabbits.' 
The necessity of quantification over rabbits shows at most that we must 
revise out conception of ontological relativity. Perhaps, in sufficiently 
rich languages, some ontological commitments do not depend on a 
background theory (at least not for the reason under discussion). But 
inscrutability withstands Fodor’s and Evans’s objections in the following 
sense: one’s ontological commitments, even if perfectly determinate and 
objective, are compatible with a range of (incompatible) assignments of 
semantic values to the subsentential expressions of one’s language. 


IV. Why behaviorism isn’t to blame 


I return now to the concerns about behaviorism bracketed earlier. It 
remains to be seen whether evidence other than facts about verbal 
behavior may be of help in overcoming inscrutability. I consider three 
candidates: referential intentions, the phenomenology of reference, and 
visual attention. 


A possible source of opposition to inscrutability is a view about 
reference inspired by a Gricean theory of meaning.” On such a theory, 
what linguistic expressions mean is an abstraction from what people 
mean by using them on particular occasions, and the meaning of a 
particular utterance depends on the intentions with which it was 
produced. Meaning, in short, is to be analyzed in terms of intentions. 
The analysis officially endorsed by Grice has changed over the years, but 
always involves the idea, roughly, that to mean something by an 
utterance is to intend to produce a certain effect on one’s audience, in 
part by means of the audience’s recognition of this intention (Grice 
1957. 382) 


It is more than natural, on such a view, to suppose that facts about the 
reference of linguistic expressions depend on speakers’ intentions, just as 
the facts about meaning do. My term ‘rabbit’ refers to rabbits, a Gricean 
might say, because I intend to talk about rabbits (or to get my audience 


1 One may of course define a new term, coextensive with ‘rabbit’ as ordinarily interpreted, that is 
simply an abbreviation for this description, e.g., using the abstraction operator ‘NV’, Rx = der (Ax) [G 
DW 2)(% =urr_y = Pzx)], with predicates defined as in (2) and (3) above. But this does not alter 
the fact that we are regimenting ‘rabbit’ itself as a predicate true of URPs. 


2 See, e.g., Grice (1957, 1969) and Schiffer (1972). 
375 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglSo/] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


to recognize that I am talking about them) when I use it. In practice, of 
coutse, a Gricean theory of reference would seek to provide an 
informative analysis of the concept of reference in non-semantic terms, 
and so might appeal to some intended effect that does not itself employ 
the expressions ‘refer’? or ‘talk about’, e.g. “getting an audience to 
identify” an object or “drawing an audience’s attention to” the object. 
Stine’ and Bertolet,” respectively, offer Gricean theories of speaker 
reference employing these notions. 


Whatever the details of such an account, however, it won’t help with 
inscrutability. Suppose I utter the sentence “That rabbit wants a carrot’, 
in a situation in which this is evidently the case. Let’s grant that what I 
refer to in using the phrase ‘that rabbit’ is determined by my intentions in 
speaking as I do, and that among the relevant intentions is one that I 
would describe as an intention to draw your attention to a rabbit. Now 
we may ask: what makes my intention an intention to get you to notice 
to the rabbit across the room (so that I can go on to tell you that it wants 
a carrot), rather than an intention to get you to notice an undetached 
rabbit part across the room (so I can tell you that it belongs with 
something that wants a carrot and is composed entirely of undetached 
rabbit parts)? The moral of inscrutability is that either construal of the 
intention’s content is consistent with any facts observable from the third 
person, but crucially, either is also compatible with my own description 
of the intention, whether in thought or in speech, as an intention fo draw 
your attention to the rabbit, since this description is itself subject to 
inscrutability. 


It might be replied that it’s not my description of my intention that’s supposed 
to settle what I’m referring to, but my having the intention, and what I 
have is an intention to get you to notice the rabbit, even if I can’t say so 
without using the term ‘rabbit? whose extension is in question. This 
response depends on the idea that speakers can appeal to introspection 
in identifying their own intentions where the audience or interpreter 
cannot. But all that introspection delivers in this kind of case is a thought 
about oneself as intending that p or that g (or as intending to do p or 4g), 
and such thoughts, being sentence-sized attitudes like intentions, do not 
wear their referents on their sleeves any more than overt verbal 
performances do. This is not to say that one’s thoughts about what one 


1 Stine (1978, p. 323). 
2 Bertolet (1987, p. 204-205). 
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is referring to count for nothing — they express one’s background theory 
with regard to one’s own language. But as discussed earlier, background 
theories don’t render reference determinate apart from those theories. 


In general, any appeal to thoughts could be useful in responding to 
Quine only if the semantics of thought were determinate where that of 
spoken language isn’t. The problem with thoughts, however, is not that 
appeal to them is illicit methodologically, but that anything we might 
discover about them, whether from the first or the third person, will 
depend on our first identifying them as thoughts with a certain content. 
And it is difficult to imagine how this could be done in a way that is in 
principle different from the way in which content is assigned to speech 
acts, i.e. by considering regularities in their contexts of occurrence, which 
Quine shows to underdetermine reference. Thus, inscrutability persists 
even if one accepts the truism that language expresses thought, and the 
priority, in some sense, of thought over speech.' 


Brian Loat® explores the alternative possibility that paying attention to 
some aspect of our phenomenology can help us overcome inscrutability. 
He asks us to consider what things are like from the first person 
perspective when we exercise certain concepts, i., the visual 
demonstrative concept expressed by the phrase ‘that tree’. If we exercise 
such concepts and also think about them (by exercising higher-order 
concepts), we will find that “pairs of visual demonstrative concepts and 
certain objects appear on the scene” (Loar p. 61), and that the members 
of these pairs seem to be linked in a special way. Loar attempts to 
describe this link in terms of the object’s becoming “peculiarly salient” in 
the company of the concept (p. 63), or in terms of the concept-object 
pair being linked “disquotationally” in an extended sense. He claims that 
we can use this link to single out the genuine referent of our concepts 
from among the Quinean alternatives even where no third-person 
evidence can do so. 


I am not sure precisely how to understand Loar’s remarks about 
disquotational concept-object pairs. I take Loar’s point, however, to be 
something like the following, letting sentences stand in for concepts 
because the former are easier to visualize: I can think about the phrase 
‘that tree’, and imagine it alongside a tree, and investigate the subjective 


1 Quine makes a similar point in his discussion of bilingual speakers in Word and Object (p. 74). 
2 Loar (1995). 
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appearances that go along with such an exercise. There is a very clear 
difference between imagining, e.g., the visual appearance of a rabbit and 
of an undetached rabbit part. When I think about the term ‘rabbit’, I find 
it to be most naturally associated, subjectively, with rabbit imagery, not 
with URP imagery. Similarly for any other terms I consider: the visual 
demonstrative ‘that tree’ is paired most naturally with a thought of a tree 
in front of me, the name ‘Obama’ with images of Obama, and so forth. 


But, as David Sosa argues,' this appeal to phenomenology is useless as a 
response to Quine, since inscrutability enters when we attempt to apply 
the results of our phenomenological investigation to the external world. 
We may grant that rabbits seem, from the subjective perspective Loar 
asks us to adopt, to be importantly linked to the term ‘rabbit’ in some 
way. But we beg the question if we suppose this to show anything about 
a relation between rabbits and ‘rabbit’. To say that an object seems to 
stand in a certain relation to a concept or predicate is either just to say 
that 7t seems as though the object stands in that relation, where the seeming 
is presumably dependent on an intentional state that is subject to 
inscrutability for reasons just discussed, or it is to say of the object that it 
seems to stand in that relation — but the latter presupposes reference to 
the object.” 


I will discuss one more argument against inscrutability from 
psychological evidence that goes beyond one’s dispositions to verbal 
behavior. Austen Clark’ discusses a proposal of John Campbell’s* to the 
effect that conscious visual attention can give us “knowledge” of the 
referent of a visual demonstrative.’ In particular, Campbell claims, the 
binding mechanisms involved in attention allow us to select among co- 
present objects of the sort Quine discusses. Campbell’s thesis is 
advanced explicitly to restore the “commonsense view” that knowledge 
of reference is what guides verbal behavior, in the wake of Quinean and 
Wittgensteinean criticisms (Campbell p. 4). 


The idea is that different objects require different “styles” of attention — 
one can tell, for example, whether a person is attending to a river or to a 


1 Sosa (1995). 

2 For a much more thorough critique of Loar’s proposal, see Sosa (1995, especially p. 84-85). 

3 Clark (2006). 

4 Campbell (2002). 

5 Lignore Campbell’s claim that only conscious attention can provide knowledge of reference, since 
the problems that I discuss for his view would apply whether or not the attention in question is 
conscious. 
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mass of water that makes up a particular part of the river by looking at 
how the visual system “binds together information from the thing over 
time” (Campbell p. 70). If one is attending to the river, then one will 
count all the information from any point in the river’s course as relevant 
to the object to which one is attending; if one is attending to the mass of 
water at a given spot in the river, then the visual location counted 
relevant to the attended object will change as the river flows. Campbell 
argues that the referents, at least of visual demonstratives, are 
determined by this visual attention mechanism prior to the application of 
concepts. 


Clark argues against this proposal that visual attention is in fact incapable 
of singling out a referent for visual demonstratives uniquely. Even if we 
knew everything there is to know about a given speaker’s visual system, 
we would not be able to identify a unique object of attention because 
there are ranges of visually indistinguishable alternatives. The mechanisms 
of visual attention would not be able to distinguish, for instance, 
between a rabbit, the surface of the rabbit facing the eye, and the visual 
solid angle determined by the outline of the rabbit in relationship to the 
eye (Clark p. 182-185). Each of these objects is an equally good 
candidate for the referent of the visual demonstrative. 


We could elaborate on Clark’s criticism as follows: whatever 
environmental features the visual attention system 7s sensitive to, they 
won't be the right features to serve as the extensions of demonstratives 
involving sortal predicates, like ‘that rabbit’. Object surfaces and visual 
solid angles are in fact much more likely to feature in any information- 
processing description of the early stages of visual processing than are 
rabbits (Clark p. 186). Rabbits are objects picked out by personal-level 
concepts, with relatively complex identity and persistence conditions and 
methods of individuation. As such, they cannot be identified with the 
“visual objects” that figure in accounts of visual attention.’ 


Nor is there any principled way to extrapolate from the objects of visual 
attention to the objects of linguistic discourse. Even granting that visual 
attention alone could somehow respond sensitively to rabbits rather than 
to rabbit-shaped regions, the language one uses to talk about the objects 
to which one attends would be subject to inscrutability in the way 


1 This is a way of stating the point Clark stresses throughout his paper, namely, that visual 
attention is simply not “smart” enough to yield knowledge of reference. 
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discussed in the previous section. There is no reason to map the 
extension of ‘rabbit’ to the attended rabbits rather than to their URPs, 
independently of an assignment of extensions to other terms. 


The collective failure of these responses to Quine suggests that 
inscrutability survives not only philosophical appeals to the first person, 
but also theoretical appeals to well-motivated explanatory posits. One 
may embrace as many theories in the cognitive sciences that quantify 
overt internal representations or linguistic rules as one wishes,’ fully 
accepting the reality of the entities posited, without making headway 
toward settling questions about the reference of terms objectively. Quine 
allows for theories that go beyond mere behavior in his talk of the 
relativity of reference to background theories. Whatever the explanatory 
virtues of such theories, however, they do not provide new ground-level 
data for semantic theory. We do of course adopt such theories for 
vatious reasons, but if Quine is right, more than one such theory will 
always be equally empirically adequate. 


V. Consequences for the theory of reference 


If everything I have said so far is correct, reference really is inscrutable in 
the way described by Quine. Some philosophers have taken this to have 
unacceptable consequences. Searle (1987, p.130), for instance, claims that 
inscrutability leads to absurdity, since if Quine is right there is no 
difference between referring to rabbits and to rabbit-stages, and hence 
no difference between rabbits and their temporal stages. Quine himself 
considers such a worry in “Ontological Relativity” (p. 47-48). 


But inscrutability has no such implications. To say that there is no 
difference between referring to rabbits and to rabbit stages is, on Quine’s 
view, elliptical for saying that there is no difference between referring, via 
term 4 relative to background theory M, to rabbits, on the one hand, and 
referring, via 4, and relative to background theory M’, to rabbit stages. 
Now, if M and M' are the same background theory, then this claim isn't 
true. There is of course a difference between referring to rabbits and 
their parts relative to a single background theory. 


If M and M’ differ, however, then the claim that there is no difference is 
true, but, fully spelled out, not obviously absurd. It amounts to the claim 


1 Strictly, the issue needn’t be about internal states—one may accept a grammatical theory 
without giving it a psychological interpretation, as in Devitt (2006), for example. This has no 
bearing on inscrutability, however. 


380 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglSo/] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


that there is no difference between speaking a language in which ‘rabbit’ 
refers to rabbits and ‘is’ denotes identity, and speaking a language in 
which ‘rabbit’ refers to rabbit stages and ‘is’ denotes some other 
equivalence relation. With respect to the metaphysics of rabbits, this 
entails at most that there is no difference between states of affairs 
involving the identity of rabbits and those involving the belonging-with 
relations among rabbit stages. But this does not seem obviously to 
conflict with common sense, and it does not show that there is no 
difference between rabbits and rabbit stages, because in comparing the 
two one is presupposing a single background theory. Within any one 
adequate interpretation of English, ‘rabbit’ and ‘(proper) rabbit part’ are 
incompatible. This is so even if, as Quine has it, there is in a sense no 
fact of the matter about which interpretation one has adopted (Quine 


1969, p.51). 


If inscrutability has any interesting consequences, it is for the theory of 
reference rather than the theory of rabbits. What one takes those 
consequences to be hinges largely on what one expects of reference. 
Hartry Field claims that if we are naturalists and realists about semantics, 
we should require of a theory of reference that it specify some relation 
RG x) in non-semantic vocabulary, such that acceptance of “(VA (Vx)|Zis 
true of x if and only if RG »x)]’ entails, along with the non-semantic facts, 
an adequate assignment of referents to the terms / of a language L.' The 
adequacy of an assignment of referents depends on the truth-conditions 
that it predicts, when taken together with “projective rules” that specify 
how the truth-values of L’s sentences depend on the references of its 
terms. 


Field argues that if there turn out to be many candidates for R some of 
which entail reference assignments different from the standard ones but 
still adequate, inscrutability has only the consequence that we must make 
an arbitrary choice between multiple equally serviceable reference 
assignments, each with their own adequate naturalistic theory of 
reference, which he takes to be uninteresting. But, he worries, Quine has 
apparently shown that, e.g., uses of the term ‘rabbit’ stand in no unique 
non-semantic relation to rabbits (or, for that matter, to any other variety 


1 Field (1975, p. 382). In his paper, Field uses instead the formula ‘T(¢, x)’ specifically for the 
naturalistic description of the true-of relation, reserving other formulas for other semantic 
relations like denotation. Here, again, I am not much worried about such distinctions among 
semantic relations, so I use R to stand for a generic reference relation. 
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of rabbitish entity) that could serve as a candidate for the reference 
relation. Causal relations to rabbits, for example, will always be causal 
relations to rabbit parts, rabbit stages, and so forth. But we cannot 
simply suppose that ‘rabbit’ refers to any or all of these, because at a 
minimum a decent theory of reference must distinguish between the 
extensions of ‘rabbit’ and of ‘rabbit-stage’. And if causal relations won’t 
do the trick and holistic considerations about assent conditions won’t 
either, it’s not obvious that anything will (Field 1975, p. 398-399).' Field 
concludes that if Quine is right about inscrutability and we are 
committed to naturalism, we should be anti-tealists about reference.” 


I think that Field is correct in suspecting that a theory of reference, on 
his terms, is impossible. If Quine is right, an adequate theory of 
reference cannot be constructed from biconditionals whose righthand 
sides appeal to binary relations between terms and referents like R(4 x). 
And it might be thought that, since on Quine’s view the reference of 
terms can be fixed only relative to a background theory or set of 
analytical hypotheses that assumes the semantic properties of other terms 
(e.g. those that constitute the “apparatus of individuation’), Quine’s 
position indeed precludes a naturalistic account of reference. Field, for 
one, takes Quine’s adoption of a relative notion of reference to amount 
to a form of anti-realism. 


But it may be possible to avoid Field’s anti-realist conclusion if we relax 
his assumptions about theories of reference and adopt a theory of a 
different sort that in effect turns Field’s approach on its head. Rather 
than projecting truth-conditions from an independently characterized 
relation of reference and then assessing them for adequacy, we might 
attempt to provide a naturalistic basis for the assignment of truth- 
conditions to sentences directly, and establish the reference of terms in a 
way that’s constrained by the truth-conditions of the sentences in which 
they occur. This second step in the construction of a theory of reference 
must allow for the arbitrariness due to inscrutability, but we can define 


1 Appeal to causal relations might rule out the interpretation of ‘rabbit’ as referring to the 
property rabbithood, as Quine has it in one of his alternative translation schemes, on the 
assumption that we don’t stand in causal relations to properties but only to their instances. 

2 Strictly speaking, what Field argues that if inscrutability is true, we ought either to be anti- 
realists or to give up the familiar semantic notions of signification, denotation, etc, and replace 
them with generalizations of these intuitive notions that serve just as well for most purposes but 
build in the potential for indeterminacy. This proposal, elaborated in (Field 1974), is interesting 
but is arguably itself a form of anti-realism about the ordinary notion of reference, and in any 
case does not conflict with any of the conclusions I draw here, so I omit further discussion of it. 
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conditions of “holistic inadequacy” for reference-assignments, analogous 
to those that Field proposes for the (in)adequacy of assignments of 
truth-conditions. Stating such conditions in a general form would be a 
challenge, but we can at least require of them, for example, that they 
exclude reference-assignments that map ‘rabbit’ and ‘undetached rabbit 
part’ to the same semantic value. 


I take it that such a theory, if it could be made to succeed, would yield a 
form of realism about reference, because non-semantic facts constrain 
the facts about reference, even if not down to uniqueness. There are 
genuine relations in which speakers stand to the world by virtue of their 
verbal dispositions — describable alternately as mastery of the identity 
conditions of objects, or of the belonging-with conditions among their 
undetached parts, or perhaps in an indefinite number of other ways — 
that a semantics of natural language must capture. If Quine is right, the 
reference of terms does not remain fixed across a range of admissible 
ways of capturing these relations. But the specific sources of 
indeterminacy that Quine highlights exist against the background of, and 
indeed presuppose, massive determinacy. It is only because it is clear that 
‘rabbit’ doesn’t have, e.g., the set of carrots as its extension, or the entire 
universe, that Quine’s specific worries about URPs and rabbit-stages are 
impressive. And indeed, as we’ve seen above, speakers do stand in a 
unique telation to rabbits in virtue of their use of English.' 


One might wonder why someone taking this approach wouldn’t just stop 
at the naturalization of truth-conditions. The answer, I think, is that we 
can’t obviously get by in semantics and logic without some notion of 
reference. At least in the case of natural language, the meanings of 
expressions clearly possess a compositional structure relevant to 
inference. The fact that more than one semantic theory is viable at the 
level of terms does not entail that semantics could get by without any 
term-level theory. 


Consider for example Wilcock’s claim (discussed at the end of section 
III) that, no matter how English is regimented, English speakers end up 
referring to rabbits using typical sentences containing ‘rabbit’. This can 


1 Harman (1982, p. 246) puts this kind of point nicely, and more generally, in his discussion of 
Quine’s worries about indeterminacy. His suggestion is that in many domains, not just the study 
of language, it is (in principle) possible to factor out aspects of a theory that “correspond to 
reality” from those that are mere artefacts of convention, and that “Reality is what is invariant 
among true theories”. The conclusions of this paper are similar in spirit. 
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be formulated as follows: the value of some bound variable in any (truth- 
conditionally adequate) regimentation of the relevant English sentences 
will in fact be a rabbit. Without first-order logic and the related concepts 
of quantification, bound variables, and predication, this generalization 
could not be formulated. In this respect, the situation is analogous to 
relativity in physics (as Quine intended his talk of “relativity” to 
highlight): it’s perhaps arbitrary which reference frame ot coordinate 
system one adopts in describing physical reality, but relative to some 
such frame, and only so relative, we can describe a physical system and 
use this description to predict its behavior. 


The weakest link in this story is perhaps the idea that we can provide a 
naturalistic account of truth-conditions without prior appeal to 
reference. I say “weakest link” because the thought is underdeveloped, 
not because it is inherently suspect, though there are significant obstacles 
facing such a proposal. [ll conclude this paper with a sketch of one such 
theory, and a concomitant discussion of the challenges it faces. 


The kind of theory we need assigns truth-conditions to the sentences of 
a language by appeal only to those facts that determine “holistic 
adequacy” in Field’s sense: presumably, dispositions to assent and 
dissent under various stimulus conditions and in the presence of other 
dispositions to verbal and nonverbal behavior, and so on. The obvious 
place to begin a search for such a theory is within the tradition of 
functional role (also sometimes called “inferential role” or “conceptual 
role”) semantics (Block 1994, Field 1977, Loar 1981, Harman 1982).' 
The version of functional role semantics we need would show how the 
truth-conditions of sentences depend on their inferential relations to one 
another, and perhaps on their connections to stimuli and behavior, and 
how the referential properties of terms depend on the roles those terms 
play in sentences. If functional/conceptual roles can be understood 
causally or at any rate non-semantically, we can thus assign semantic 
values to the expressions of the language all at once, on a naturalistic 
basis. 


There is a crucial difference between such a theory and typical functional 
role theories, however, in that the latter normally take reference, 
extension and the like to be either outside the scope of the functional 


1 As discussed further below, this version will of necessity be different than the one Block 
advocates, since Block’s version of functional role semantics involves reference as a determinant 
of content distinct from causal role. 
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role theory entirely, requiring a separate treatment (as in Field 1977), or 
to be provided for by a dedicated component of the functional role 
theory that appeals, in effect, to the same sorts of facts to which a causal 
ot other atomistic theory of reference would appeal, as in the “two- 
factor” functional role theories discussed in (Block 1994).' Obviously, 
these sorts of theories are non-starters in the present context. 


Field argues that the conceptual roles of expressions cannot determine 
their truth-conditions, as follows (Field 1977, p. 397): 


..a pure conceptual-role account of meaning does not accord with one of 
out most fundamental beliefs about meaning, namely, the belief that 
meaning determines truth conditions. To know whether the German 
sentence "Beethoven wohnte in Deutschland! is true, it is natural to say that 
we need to know only two things: first, whether Beethoven lived in 
Germany; and second, what the German sentence means. This condition is 
met by an account of meaning that includes referential meaning as one 
component. But it does not appear to be met by any pure conceptual-role 
account of meaning: given only (i) the conceptual role that the string of 
symbols "Beethoven wohnte in Deutschland’ has for a given speaker and (ii) 
the fact that Beethoven lived in Germany, it is not at all clear how to 
determine whether or not the German sentence is true. 


There may, however, be a principled way to determine a mapping from 
functional role to truth-conditions that does not proceed via reference. 
We can begin with Jerry Fodor’s suggestion (Fodor 1990, ch.1) that a 
functional role semantics for beliefs might start with a description of the 
network of causal relations among representational vehicles, note the 
structural identity (or, more realistically, similarity of some weaker sort) 
between this network and the network of inferential relations among a 
set of propositions, and assign each vehicle in the network the 
corresponding proposition as content. 


A variation on this theme tailored to natural language can be formulated 
by defining the conceptual roles of sentences as in Field’s own version of 
conceptual role semantics (Field 1977), though of course the use to 
which we put these coneptual roles will diverge significantly from Field’s. 
Suppose that the conceptual roles of sentences (for a single speaker’s 
idiolect) can be individuated in terms of their conditional (subjective) 


1 It is possible that Harman’s theory (Harman 1982), which Block characterizes as a “long- 
armed” version of functional role semantics, is of the type I am suggesting here, but Block argues 
that Harman’s view is in the end equivalent to a two-factor theory. I will not attempt to settle 
this here. 
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probabilities of acceptance/assent, given the acceptance of other 
sentences (this appeal to subjective probability can, let us suppose, be 
understood in terms of dispositions under various conditions, so that 
there is no conflict with naturalism). Suppose also that propositions may 
stand in probabilistic as well as deductive inferential relations to one 
another. The sentences of a well-informed speaker’s idiolect will then 
stand to one another in relations of subjective conditional probability 
that mirror the relations of objective probability that obtain among 
propositions, and we may hope to assign a proposition as the truth- 
condition of each sentence by appeal to this overall structural 
correspondence.' 


As Fodor notes (Fodor 1990, p. 27), such a theory is not ideal for the 
naturalist because, although propositions are assigned to representations 
on a naturalistic basis, the truth-conditions of the propositions 
themselves are simply assumed. This worry must be addressed, or we 
simply defer the problem we set out to solve (of how to get from 
functional roles to truth-conditions). This is a formidable challenge, and 
I can only indicate one possible answer here: dispense with propositions 
entirely and suppose that sentences are mapped onto truth-conditions 
themselves, understood as possible states of affairs whose objective 
conditional probability-relations are determined by whatever 
counterfactual-supporting generalizations license the attribution of such 
relations to actual states of affairs.” For example, it is a fact (I will 
suppose) that there is a certain high probability of my being rich, given 
that I am the CEO of a major international corporation, even though I 
am in fact neither a CEO nor rich. To speak thus of possible states of 
affairs as truth conditions brings this account closer to a possible worlds 
semantics, or perhaps to the account of content in terms of “notional” 
worlds in Dennett (1982).° But as Ned Block notes (Block 1994), there is 


1 I assume for the moment that even in people who are epistemically bad off, there is sufficient 
resemblance between the two probability functions to ground a mapping, but I will have to leave 
the nature of such an approximate mapping entirely unspecified here. Of course, if someone is 
very tadically mistaken in their belief system, even an approximate mapping may fail to hold, but 
then nor is it intuitively clear that such a person succeeds in referring to things in the 
intersubjectively available world. 

2 I am not particularly interested here in defending a probabilistic interpretation of inferential 
roles. But this kind of account has the virtue of building empirical knowledge into the inferential 
roles, which greatly constrains the mapping from inferential roles to possible states of affairs. 

3 See Stalnaker (1989) for discussion. 
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no reason that such theories need be seen as competitors to functional 
role theories. 


If standard intuitions about reference are to be preserved, we must allow 
that sentences with distinct inferential roles can be mapped onto the 
same state of affairs. For example, the functional roles of “The morning 
star is the evening star’ and “The morning star is the morning star’ clearly 
differ, at least for most speakers, since the second is certain come what 
may, while the first depends on one’s belief that the star that appears in 
the morning is identical to the star that appears in the evening, 
something that can surely be doubted under some circumstance or other 
even by one who believes it (Field 1977, p.390-391).' And yet, if the 
truth-conditions of a sentence are understood to be a function of its 
syntactic structure together with the reference of its terms, then since 
‘the morning star’ and ‘the evening star’ presumably refer to the same 
thing, the two sentences ate truth-conditionally identical.” We can 
accommodate this by supposing that although the functional roles of the 
two sentences differ, the overall structural similarity between sentences 
and truth-conditions is maximized when both are mapped to the same 
state of affairs. There are potential problems here, but I will have to 
address them elsewhere. 


If we wete to succeed in constructing a principled mapping from the 
conceptual roles of sentences to their truth-conditions in this way, the 
project would remain of using the truth-conditions to constrain the 
reference of terms. In a way, we needn’t worry about this in the present 
context, because the goal was to naturalize reference, and we have 
already conceded that the reality underlying reference is exhausted by the 
truth-conditional facts, which we have put on a naturalistic basis. The 
reference of terms will fall out in the course of analyzing the inferential 
relations among the sentences in a way that comports with their truth- 
conditions, for example in terms of the kind of subsentential structure 
treated in first-order logic.’ Since the truth-conditions of sentences can 


1 I suppose one could be a heterodox metaphysician who supposes that objects sometimes fail to 
be self-identical. Hence the “at least for most speakers” qualification applies here as well. 

2 This fact, that functional roles may differ while reference intuitively remains the same, allows 
Field to claim that functional roles can do the job for which Frege recruited the much more 
obscure notion of sense (p.390). 

3 The inclusion of inductive (probabilistic) relations in the inferential roles complicates this 
picture somewhat, but there is hope for a unified treatment in works such as Carnap (1950). The 
appeal to probabilistic relations in defining inferential roles is in any case not the focus here. 
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be described in distinct ways, as discussed above, alternate 
regimentations will be licensed. 


This process of reference-assignment can be described a bit more 
abstractly and rigorously, and in a way that takes into account the 
probabilistic relations Field adverts to, along the following lines. First, we 
might begin by individuating the conceptual roles of subsentential 
expressions like names and predicates in terms of their comparative 
effects on the roles of containing sentences. Again, following Field 
(1977, p. 396, fn.19), suppose that two predicates P7 and P2 play the 
same functional role just in case any sentence containing P7 and an 
otherwise identical sentence with P2 substituted for P7 play the same 
functional role.’ With this much in hand, we can see at least that the 
functional roles of ‘rabbit’ and of ‘URP’ must differ, because a sentence 
containing ‘rabbit’ will not in general be acceptable under the same 
conditions as the sentence derived from it by substituting ‘rabbit’ for 
‘URP’, or vice-versa. 


It is then tempting to assign referents to terms as follows: assign as 
referent to a term whatever object or class of objects would have effects 
on the (objective) conditional probabilities relating states of affairs that 
are similar (at an abstract, structural level, as above) to the effects that 
the term has on the functional roles of its containing sentences. For 
example, the conditional probability that something has long ears, 
prefers carrots, and is mostly silent, given that it is a rabbit, will differ 
from the conditional probabilities of those states of affairs given that it is 
a dog, a carburator, or whatever else, just as the probability associated 
with the sentence “That has long ears’, conditioned on the acceptance of 
“That is a rabbit’, will differ from its probability conditioned on other 
sentences with ‘rabbit’ swapped out.” 


This way of assigning referents to terms is of course meant to be an 
extension of the isomorphism-based method for assigning truth 
conditions to sentences: the individuation conditions for referents 
mirror those for the functional roles of terms. Using this methodology, 
‘rabbit’ and ‘URP’ should be mapped to distinct referents on the basis of 


1 For simplicity I am ignoring a subtelty in Field’s account: he defines the conceptual roles of 
terms by reference to the conceptual roles of containing formulas (not necessarily full sentences). 
2 I take it nothing hinges on the use of the demonstrative ‘that’ here, which may be taken as 
shorthand for some descriptive content sufficient to identify the referent in a context of 
utterance. 
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their distinct inferential roles, since the inferential roles of “That is a 
rabbit’ and “That is an undetached rabbit part’ will be very different, and 
so would not be mapped to the same states of affairs on any reasonable 
mapping. 

Since I take inscrutability to be true and yet find naturalism to be an 
important constraint on semantic theory, I hope some such theory can 
be made to work. Some fatal flaw likely awaits in the details merely 
suggested in this sketch, though I hope not. I take Quine’s thesis of 
inscrutability to be defensible, and of greater import for semantic theory 
than has been generally appreciated. At the same time, worries over its 
negative consequences for the project of naturalized semantics are 
perhaps misplaced. My aim has been to at least motivate the view that 
the conclusion to be drawn from Quine’s arguments is not skepticism or 
antirealism about reference, but a form of holism. 


Note: I would like to thank David Rosenthal for conversations relating 
to some of the material in this paper, and Jonathan Wilcock, without 
whose work this paper would never have been written. 
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Résumé. Quine pensait que chaque théorie devrait se tenir 
devant le Tribunal empirique. Il considérait que les phrases 
d'observation étaient les principaux éléments du contenu 
empirique de toute théorie. Mais le dualisme hérité entre le 
schéma et le contenu, le troisitme dogme de l'empirisme selon 
Davidson, menace l'approche de Quine avec le relativisme. Selon 
Davidson, il est nécessaire d'abandonner le troisiéme et le dernier 
dogme de l'empirisme pour surmonter le relativisme. En 
abandonnant le troisieme dogme, on doit répondre a la question 
suivante : quelle est la signification du contenu empirique de la 
théorie? Cet article examine cette question et tente de trouver un 
sens a la notion de contenu empirique en fonction des idées 
d'apprentissage et de communication. 


Mots-clés. Quine, Davidson, phrases d’observation, contenu 
empirique, schéma, théorie, relativisme, troisicme dogme, 
apprentissage, communication. 
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Abstract. Quine thought that each theory should stand in 
front of the empirical tribunal. He considered the 
observation sentences to be the main elements of the 
empirical content of any theory. But the inherited dualism 
between scheme and content, the third dogma of 
empiricism according to Davidson, threats Quine’s 
approach with relativism. According to Davidson, it is 
necessary to give up the third and the last dogma of 
empiticism to overcome relativism. By giving up the third 
dogma; the following question must be answered, what is 
the meaning of the empirical content of the theory? This 
paper investigates this question and tries to find out a sense 
of the notion of the empirical content depending on the 
notion of learning and communication. 


Keywords. Quine, Davidson, observation sentences, empirical 
content, schema, theory, relativism, third dogma, learning, 
communication. 


In his “Naturalized Epistemology’”', Quine distinguished between two 
tasks of Epistemology in the empirical tradition. The first is the 
conceptual task which considers the meaning, where the language of a 
theory should be explained in sensory terms. The second is the doctrinal 
task which considers the justification of knowledge in sensory terms. 
Quine noticed that the observational sentences (OSs) are an essential 
part of both tasks. For the doctrinal task, an OS represents the evidence 
needed to justify beliefs. Any theory needs an empirical content which 
can be tested, this empirical content is constructed from OSs. Quine 
defines the observational Categorial (OC) as this empirical content of 
theory’. The OC is constructed by a conditional relation between two 
observational sentences (OS) to make a general expectation. As example, 
“it is raining” and “it is wet” are such OS, we can formulate them in such 
form: 


[when it is raining, it is wet] which is an OC. 


The generalized form of the OC can be represented in such form: 


1. See (Quine, 1969). 
2. (Quine, Theories and Things, 1981, S. 24 - 30), see also (Quine, From Stimulus to Science, 1998, S. 
24 - 26) 
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when s1, s2. 
Where s1 and s2 ate observational sentences. 


Regarding the conceptual task, OS is the first thing what a child (or a 
foreigner) learns when he starts to learn a language. 


The question about the empirical content by Quine may seem simple 
with his direct answer, it is the OC. But as soon as OC is a construct of 
OSs, the question raises, what is an OS? Or to put in a different way, 
how does an OS get its meaning? What kind of relation to the world 
does it have? 


Quine gives the following definition to the OS, it is a sentence “which all 
speakers of the language give the same verdict when given the same 
concurrent stimulation. To put the point negatively, an observation 
sentence is one that is not sensitive to differences in past experience with 
speech community”. It is important to notice that the determination, 
what sentence is an OS, and which one is not, is relative to the speech 
community and stimulation’, it is not based on a relation with the 
references. 


To make the point clear it is good to give a brief summary of Quine’s 
account about meaning and language. Starting from very foundational 
point, his essay “Two Dogmas of Empiticism’’ where he had already 
attacked the two dogmas of empiricism. The first dogma is the 
distinction between the analytical sentences, whose meaning depends 
only on the meaning of the words constructing them, and the synthetic 
sentences, which their meaning depends on the experience and the world 
in which we live. Through his argumentation against the notion of 
analyticity, it will come out that there is no such thing as facts about the 
meaning itself. The second dogma is the reductionism; the claim that a 
theory can be reduce to one sentence/hypothesis which can be tested 
through a decisive experiment in order to be verified or refuted. The 


1 (Quine, Epistemology Naturalized, 1969, S. 86-87) 

2 “Observation sentence is relative to a linguistic community” (Quine, The Roots of Reference, 1990, 
S. 41) Quine also indicates that OS develops as the scientific knowledge grows, which leads to 
point that OS is relative to the language of Knowledge (Quine, From Stimulus to Science, 1998, S. 
43), also it is related to the linguistic community, “As for the public requirement on observation 
sentences, namely unhesitating concurrence by all qualified witnesses, it comes to hinge 
increasingly on one or another narrowing of the pertinent linguistic community.” (Quine, From 
Stimulus to Science, 1998, S. 44). 

3 (Quine, Two Dogmas of Empiricism, 1980). 
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main motivation of such critic is the idea of meaning and meaning’s 
bearer, which is not —according to Quine— the word but the whole 
sentence, which can be understood only in its relation to other sentences 
and observations. One should notice, that the term ‘observation’ has 
nothing to do with references or things/objects, it refers to the 
stimulation of the sensors’ receptors in relation to the whole scene and 
its salience. OSs occur as constant respond to concurrent stimulation. 
According to Quine, the belief that there are such meaning objects, 
where the words from different languages are their labels, is a myth’. The 
refutation of the analytic-synthetic distinction is combined with the 
refusing of word-meaning object. The meaning is given through a whole 
sentence with an observed behavior. It is distributed in the net of 
language, which is given as a whole (totality) and should be compared 
with the observation and behavior of the speaker. This leads us to a very 
specific position: meaning holism. By this position it makes no case to 
speak about the “meaning”, there is no fact about meaning. Now, the 
supposition that is possible for a theory to be reduced to one hypothesis 
(claim) cannot be hold anymore. Such claim is rest on the idea that the 
meaning of a word depends on its relation to its reference, but such 
claim cannot be hold further in case of meaning holism. The meaning is 
given through the whole language; therefore, the whole theory (the 
whole knowledge to be more accurate) should be confronted with the 
experiment, not only one hypothesis. This is the thesis of 
underdetermination of theory. The epistemological holism of Quine is 
grounded on his meaning holism. 


Based on this, Quine pushed his account further presenting the thesis of 
indeterminacy of translation. All observations, which one does, are not 
sufficient to determine between different mammals of translation. One 
argument for this thesis can be given based on the epistemological 
holism. The mammal of translation is like a theory with its own analytical 
hypotheses which should be verified through the observations, but as we 
know, the theory is underdetermined. It follows that it is not possible to 
justify the correct manual of translation by all observations which we 
have’. I want to make a short notation at this point, Quine speaks —in 


1 “Uncritical semantics is the myth of a museum in which the exhibits are meanings and the 
words are labels. To switch languages is to change labels” (Quine, Ontological Relativity, 1969, S. 
27). 
2 See (Quine, Ontological Relativity, 1969, S. 32 - 35). 
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case of theory— about underdetermination, while he speaks —in case of 
translation— about indeterminacy of translation. That can be interpreted 
as if the issue about translation is more radical than justification of 
theory, it is about the relation between world and language which comes 
before the science and gives it its ground. In case of translation, we ask 
about meaning, the relation between the language and world, which is 
the ground of science itself, while in case of the justification of theory we 
ask about the evidences relative to a given language and observation. In 
this case the relation between language and world, which may open 
metaphysical questions, is not involved’. 


If the meaning is holistic and the translation is indetermined, then what 
about the reference? The answer is quite straightforward; the reference is 
inscrutable. In order to determine the reference, one needs to bring it in 
a kind of necessary relation with a word, but the word is not any more 
the bearer of the meaning, but the sentence. Therefore, Quine does not 
even speak about observational terms, but only about observational 
sentences which can be brought to relation with stimulation considering 
the whole scene. 


In this case it is not possible to raise ontological questions and there is 
no first philosophy. The ontological questions can be asked only relative 
to a specific language, the language of science as we hope. Ontology is 


always relative to a given language, this leads us to what he called 


“ontological relativity”. 


Now, considering all these theses represented by Quine: meaning holism, 
epistemological holism, indeterminacy of translation, inscrutability of 
reference and ontological relativity. It is clear what actually Quine meant 
with his notion that the meaning of OS depends on speech community. 
The meaning of OSs, which are theories-laden, would be captured within 
the whole language translated with respect to observations. The act of 


1 “Theories, of course, are about the world: no one denies that being ‘about the 
world’—referring—is something that theories do. But ‘refers’ or ‘is about’ are not terms to rest 
with in science.” (Kemp, 2012, S. 38). Kemp points out that the indeterminacy of translation 
arises when we ask semantical questions, not ontological, which can be only asked regarding to 
specific language (the language of science). “As a non-semantical matter concerning what exists, 
ontology is a legitimate enterprise; as a semantical one concerning the global relation between 
words and the world, it is not. The only objective and scientifically discoverable word—world 
relation is the relation between observation sentences and stimulation, which is a straightforward 
causal relation, and not a semantical relation“ (Kemp, 2012, S. 49). 

2 See (Quine, Ontological Relativity, 1969). 
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translation is an open-end process and can also be done in-home 
language, not only between foreign languages. Under these theses it 
seems that a relativistic position is not avoidable. Quine accepts the 
ontological one, but he may not accept an epistemological one. Since the 
notion of an OS is defined relative to the language, then his idea of the 
empirical content does not deliver a satisfied solution to problem of 
relativism. To avoid epistemological relativism, one needs a continuity of 
concepts’ meanings, but this will not be offered within Quine’s account. 
Anyways, we should say, that the argumentation of such continuity will 
violate the ‘naturalized epistemology’ of Quine. In this case how can we 
find a common ground for understanding or comparing different 
languages (theories) with the absence of an external criteria (the role 
which is usually played by the reference in the traditional epistemology) 
to decide the meaning? 


Quine tried to get such common ground through the notion of public 
preestablished harmony of perceptual similarity standards’ as a common 
ground for communication and translation. But his solution will not 
solve the problem above without considering it as an ontological base 
for language, some kind of fix points with the world, which in turn is not 
accepted by Quine because it violates his project of naturalized 
epistemology. When Quine accepts that the ontology and the meaning of 
OSs are relative to specific language with nothing else than observations 
to judge them, he leaves us with a gap between two poles: language 
(conceptual framework) and world (unorganized information from our 
sensory receptors). What binds these two poles to each other is sensor’s 
stimulation combined with OSs whose meaning is given in a holistic way, 
ot as Kemp pointed out the relation between sensor’s stimulation and 
OSs is causal, not semantical. For sure, Quine wanted to avoid any kind 
of first philosophy which may come out, when one tries to bridge this 
gap which is before the science and not a subject of it, and to stay with 
the language of science and naturalized epistemology. But his notions 
about meaning and reference do not offer any possibility to make a clear 
sense of the empirical content as something external to the theory. 
Therefore, he accepted the ontological relativity and tried to find —with 
the help of proxy functions— possible translations between languages 
with common ground on ontology. Even this will not be sufficient to 
solve the problem. A known example is dephlogisticated air and oxygen, 


1 (Quine, From Stimulus to Science, 1998, 8. 21 - 22) 
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which can be identified as the same thing in some cases depending on 
their functional roles but not for all cases. Therefore; there will be no 
such one-to-one proxy function between them. Why we should accept 
one theory than the other, where each theory has its own empirical 
content and ontology? 


To make the point explicit: there are two poles; world and language 
where OSs are included in language. The relation between both, world 
and language, is causal through sensor trigging. OSs stand in a constant 
relation to sensor stimulation for a linguistic community (same sentence 
when it is given the same concurrent stimulation). However, the meaning 
of OSs is given within the whole language itself. This leads to the fact, 
that the OC constructed from OSs is internal to the language with no 
semantical relation (reference) to the world. With the indeterminacy of 
translation and ontological relativity, there is no such facts about 
meaning. Therefore; there are no fix points between different languages 
as well. Under these assumptions the idea of an empirical content and 
bringing the theory to the empirical tribunal makes no clear sense (OC is 
relative to the language) and there is no answer to relativism, ontological 
as well as epistemological. The notion of preestablished harmony is not 
adequate to avoid this problem. 


Before going further to Davidson, I want to indicate the clear difference 
between Quine and traditional epistemology about the conceptual task. 
Traditional epistemology does the conceptual task by associating a word 
to an object, while Quine did it by associating the whole OS to the whole 
observation scene relative to given speech community. Despite this 
difference, both accept that this task consists of two stages from the 
stimulation to concepts. In the first stage; one gets only the raw 
information from our sensory receptors representing the given which is 
independent from theory. The second stage is the processing of the 
information from the first stage. Through the movement between these 
two stages, the possibility of relativism emerges. 


Davidson was better aware to these difficulties than Quine. According to 
Davidson, the third dogma of empiricism refers to the distinct/dualism 
between unorganized experience of sensory or the given and the 
conceptual scheme (the conceptual framework, theory). He pointed out 
that this dualism opens the door to these threats, relativism and 
skepticism. Therefore; he hoped, through his refutation of the third 
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dogma' he will be able to overcome relativism and skepticism. These 
threats are more televant in case of Quine than traditional 
epistemology—that does not mean, that traditional epistemology escapes 
it ultimately— because of his meaning holism, while the traditional 
epistemology adapts the view point of reference metaphysics. One may 
refer to known parable of blind men and the elephant as a good example 
of these threats. Each blind man will touch one part of the elephant and 
according to his experience he will give a description of it, they came to 
very different descriptions on what an elephant is. A concept can be 
associated with different meanings/contents relating to the different 
theoretical frameworks in use, generating different descriptions of the 
world which are not translatable (ncommensurable) between each other. 
Separating experience from the conceptual framework makes the 
interpretation of information relative to the theoretical 
frameworks/theories, then it comes out that we live in different worlds 
according to the different theories which we use to interpret and 
organize the information of our sensory (the given). Incommensurability 
is the thesis which claims, that it is not possible to translate concepts of 
one theory into another one, because they do not say the same thing, like 
the concept of mass in Newton mechanics and the theory of relativity, or 
the concept of motion in Aristotelian and Galilean physics. Relativism, 
ot better to say epistemological relativism, claims that the justification 
and truth are context-dependent and there is no such unified context to 
justify our claims. Newton mechanics cannot be compared to the theory 
of relativity because each of these theories has its own context in which 
it can be justified, and there is no such unified context for both of them’. 
Simply to say, scientists, who adapt different theories, live in different 
worlds. By this line of thinking, incommensurability and relativism are 
ultimately combined, so that the accepting of incommensurability will be 
unavoidably followed by epistemological relativism. 


Davidson accepts for his own most of Quine’s these as indeterminacy of 
translation or inscrutability of reference, but at the same time he wants 
to break with the ontological relativity as its consequence, especially that 
the ontological relativity is a consequence of inscrutability of reference, 
and to overcome the threat of relativism and skepticism. Davidson took 


1 Davidson D. , On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme, 2001) 
2 Malpas defined relativism as the thesis which claims, that the truth is context-sensitive, and it is 
not possible to find a unified context for all different contexts, see (Malpas, 1992, S. 202). 
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two steps to execute his program. The first step is the refutation of the 
third dogma, because only by giving it up we can avoid relativism and 
skepticism. The second is to show that the ontological relativity does not 
necessarily follow the Inscrutability of reference’. These two steps are 
correlated; but in this paper, I’m going to consider only the first one as 
the base of the argumentation. Instead of this dualism of the third 
dogma, we have now only a theoretical framework where its relation to 
the world is causal, not conceptual or quasi conceptual. As Davidson 
puts it, only belief (proposition) can justify another belief (proposition), 
not raw information or sensors’ stimulation which is not a proposition or 
does not have a proportional structure. The dualism of third dogma is 
common between Quine and traditional epistemology. In the case of 
traditional epistemology these two stages are related to each other 
through the superiority of reference, which is denied by Quine. This may 
show that the acceptance of this dualism opens the door to relativism 
and skepticism regardless of the accepting of the superiority of reference 
ot not. The third dogma is the reason for such relativism because the 
raw information will get its meaning and its place in the logical space of 
reason by the activation of theoretical framework in second stage only, 
while the theoretical framework has nothing to do with the first stage or 
the external world. Different theoretical frameworks lead to different 
meanings and logical spaces based on the same raw information, what 
makes relativism and skepticism unavoidable. However, the giving up of 
this dualism does not seem to be adequate to solve the problem of 
relativism. If one accepts the idea of the plurality of schemes, he can 
argue that each scheme is a theoretical framework separated from other 
schemes. Theory of relativity is a conceptual framework; Newton 
mechanics is another and so on. It is not enough only to give up this 
dualism to overcome the threat of relativism, but it is also necessary to 
show the universality and uniqueness of scheme. Davidson did present 
some theses which may support this direction of thinking about the 
universality and uniqueness of scheme: 


- The justification of one belief depends on its consistence with 
the set of other beliefs”. 


1 See (Davidson D. , The Inscrutability of Reference, 1991). 
2 See (Davidson D. , A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge, 2001). 
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- By the interpretation of the theory of someone, we assume that 
he is right in most of his beliefs" (The principle of charity, which 
is adapted by Quine in his radical translation). 

- Truth is substantive, primitive property which does not require 
anything else to be defined, instead it will be used to define other 
concepts. 

- Most of our beliefs are true; this can be legitimized according to 
evolution history or by pragmatic reasons. For Davidson, there 
are no two poles, world and language, any more in our cognitive 
acting and justification. There is only our cognitive framework as 
a universal metalanguage represented in a holistic way; meaning, 
epistemology and beliefs, where its relation to the world is causal. 


Furthermote, one of the main differences between Davidson and Quine 
is their positions to the notion of meaning. Quine considered meaning to 
be only a practical notion by translation, but there is no fact about this 
matter in a philosophical sense. Differently, Davidson looked to the 
meaning as a central issue in his project. Meaning, due to Davidson, 
represents the fix point between different object-languages’. Therefore, 
he developed an approach about the form of the theory of meaning and 
the conditions which should be respected by it. His approach is inspired 
by Tarski’s truth form, having a similar form: 


[S means p] will be reformulated in the form of [S is true, if and only if 
Pl 


What one should take in his account by this theory is that Davidson took 
the truth to be the basic notion for meaning, on the contrary to what 
Tarski has already done in his theory of truth where he considered the 
semantics to be given at the beginning and based on semantics he tried 
to get the truth. Davidson turned Tarski’s method upside down starting 
by taking the truth as a substantive primitive notion to find the meaning 
out. Meaning and beliefs (truth) are interdependent, therefore we should 
fix one to get the second as a variable of it. As long as the truth is a 
primitive notion, one must start by it to get the meaning. Davidson 
introduced the radical interpretation as a methodology to do that, which 
looks like the radical translation of Quine, but it differentiates itself from 


1 (Davidson D. , 1991) 

2 “I suggest that what is invariant as between different acceptable theories of truth is meaning.” 
(Davidson D. , Reality Without Reference, 1991, S. 225) 

3 See (Davidson D. , Truth and Meaning, 1991) 
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it by “metaphysical” assumptions about truth and meaning. In radical 
interpretation, the meaning as truth conditions will be determined by 
maximization the set of beliefs of the speaker (charity principle’). As we 
can see, the relation to the world (the given) is cut away by the 
justification and meaning process. In such approach some kind of 
ontology with respect to truth is unavoidable. The ontology is practiced 
by investigating the structure of language. 


In his respond to Davidson, Quine* brought the point that Davidson 
failed to distinguish between truth and the belief. According to Quine, 
the critic of the third dogma is correct relating to truth, but not to belief, 
because beliefs need some evidences given by the empirical content. 


Quine’s replay is significant at different points. The first is his insistence 
on the need to some empirical content as external factor to justify the 
beliefs. Where the second is his acceptance of Davidson’s point relative 
to the truth. This could be understood within his ambition to avoid any 
first philosophy, because the truth may have an ontological sense (the 
case is ‘such and such’), while Quine wants to avoid this by limiting all 
ontological questions to the given language. On the other side, what this 
objection fails to meet is that the notion of empirical content of Quine 
does not offer, by itself, a sufficient answer to the external justification 
of beliefs. Therefore, the door of relativism is still open. 


I think that Quine, as well as Davidson, does have a legitimized point. 
Also, they tried to solve a specific difficulty confronted them, but each 
of them is confronted with a different issue. Quine started with the 
scientific language as an accepted language, trying to naturalize the 
epistemology and avoiding any kind of first philosophy. He did not 
consider the question ‘how we can choose between different languages?’, 
which stays an open issue for him. His objection to the critic of third 
dogma by Davidson because of the absence of an external factor by 
justification of our beliefs was correct. But he does not offer any clear 
and satisfactory notion of the empirical content. On other side, 
Davidson was better awate to the fact, that the untouched dualism 
between content and scheme makes a room for relativism and 
skepticism. Also, he realized, that the behavioristic frame of Quine is not 
able to offer a sufficient solution to face these threats. His try to 


1 See (Davidson D. , Truth and Meaning, 1991) and (Davidson D. , 1991) 
2 (Quine, Theories and Things, 1981, S. 38 - 42) 
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overcome these threats involves again some kind of first philosophy and 
leads to a cut with the world (empirical involving with the world) as an 
external factor of the justification of beliefs. I think the main reason 
which lies deep by their difficulties is the notion of holism shared by 
both. But how is it possible to bring mind and world back in a relation in 
order to justify the beliefs without falling again in any kind of reference 
metaphysics and foundationalism? 


I think that Quine and Davidson are right in their critics of the 
empiricism, but they failed to handle the problems which came out 
within their own framework, Quine for his non-clear notion of empirical 
content and Davidson for his cut with the world. 


I want to bring some points to approach this task. Quine and Davidson 
took the notion of translation as a corner stone for interpretation and 
understanding. Davidson considered incommensurability equal and 
exchangeable with relativism. This centrality of translation in their 
account can be objected. Iglesias (Hernandez-Iglesias, 1994) presented 
the notion of learning as something different from translation, trying to 
make more space between ‘understanding’, ‘interpretation’ and 
‘translation’, so that understanding will not be reduced to the notion of 
translation. He limited the notion of incommensurability to the one case 
of translation. Two theories are incommensurable, if it is not possible to 
translate between them, but that does not mean, that one cannot learn 
both theories. Otherwise relativism is a harder notion than 
incommensurability, where the two theories represent two different 
worlds separated absolutely from each other. By relativism there is no 
way to understand each other, but in the case of incommensurability 
there is still a place for understanding and learning, even if one cannot 
translate from one theory into the other one. Davidson made an 
important point which can be taken in account here, the radical 
interpretation is about understanding', not justification. In this case 
incommensurability can be accepted as an issue about translation (local 
relativism, related to historical context) without leading to global 
relativism’. This differentiation between global relativism, local relativism 


1 “The aim of interpretation is not agreement but understanding” (Davidson D. , Inquiries into 
Truth and Interpretation, 1991, 8. xvii). 

2 From another side, Malpas (Malpas, 1992, S. 200 - 204) suggested another kind of 
differentiation, where he distinguished between incommensurability, untranslatability and 
relativism. According to him, Davidson failed to see the difference between untranslatability and 
incommensurability. The arguments against the untranslatability are driven from the 
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and incommensurability, makes more toom by the notion of 
understanding and helps to avoid the centrality of translation. Perhaps, 
we cannot translate between modern chemistry and phlogiston theory, or 
between Newton mechanics and theory of relativity, but one can learn 
both, settle in each theory as his own home. He can look to one theory 
from the view point of the other one. 


Even by winning more space we do not solve the issue of the relation to 
the world. We still need to take one other step. Max Kolbel1 argued, that 
the notion of truth is not really needed for a theory of meaning as 
Davidson thought. Differently, he argued that the notion of meaning can 
be established on the notion of ‘communication’, which does not lead us 
to fall back in first philosophy. 


Now coming to the main issue, the empirical content of theory. The 
empirical content will not be given directly, as it is supposed by the 
metaphysics of reference, but indirectly within a dialogue with others (as 
in Davidson’s triangle). One can accept the notion of Quine about the 
empirical content as OC, but at the same time he will not accept the 
centrality of translation as it is by Quine. Learning creates more space to 
avoid this centrality of translation. We learn meaning through the 
maximization of the agreements, as Davidson has already pointed out. 
But we do not need the notion of substantive truth to do this, rather 
communication is enough to get these agreements. Newton mechanics 
and theory of relativity can be learned and can be brought together into a 
dialog, where one can raise questions to one theory from the point of 
view of the other theory creating a kind of fused horizon (using 
Gadamer’s vocabulary), where both can be confronted with each other 
without the need to be translatable into each other. The phenomena 
investigated by one theory do not need to be identical with the 
phenomena of the other theory, as it is the case because of semantical 
shift. But there is an intersection between them which can be used as a 
starting point to formulate the horizon of the dialog. Through moving 
between the two theories, thanks to learning and communication, the 
context of dialog will be formed, and within this context the empirical 


indeterminacy of translation and the principle of charity. These arguments cannot be used against 
the incommensurability and relativism. He defined relativism by the claim, that the truth is 
context-sensitive, and it is not possible to find a unified context for all different contexts. The 
point made by Malpas is similar with, using different words, to that of Iglesias. Both tried to 
make a room for another notion beside translation, or even wider. 


1 See (Kolbel, 2001). 
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content will be given as an OC, as it is described by Quine. The empirical 
content is immanent to the constructing of the context of the dialog. 
The validation of theories will be done by giving justified reasons within 
the context of the dialog, not in a metaphysical way as finding out the 
truth, but relative to the given context which can change with time. 


As one can see, we do not need to fall back to the dogmas of empiricism 
to avoid the difficulties by Quine and Davidson, we need only to adjust 
some of the theses they used. Thus, they give us many insights in the 
direction of these adjustments as well. The notion of language as social 
matter by Quine is very start point, we need only to bride his look to the 
language from a behavioristic frame to a wider notion of 
communication. The idea of meaning by Davidson is essential, aims 
firstly at the understanding. His triangle of meaning helps to construct 
the meaning though communication and to make grounds for 
intersubjective account of it. 


REFERENCES 


Davidson, D. (1991). Inguiries into Truth and Interpretation, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press. 


Davidson, D. (1991). “Radical Interpretation”. In D. Davidson, Inquiries 
into Truth and Interpretation (pp. 125 - 140). Oxford: Clarendon Press. 


Davidson, D. (1991). “Reality Without Reference”. In D. Davidson, 
Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation (pp. 215-226). Oxford: Clarendon 
Press. 


Davidson, D. (1991). “The Inscrutability of Reference”. In D. Davidson, 
Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation (pp. 227-241). Oxford: Clarendon 
Press. 


Davidson, D. (1991). “Truth and Meaning”. In D. Davidson, Inquiries into 
Truthand Interpretation (pp. 17-36). Oxford: Clarendon Press. 


Davidson, D. (2001). “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge”. 
In D. Davidson, Salyective, Intersubjective, Objective (pp. 137-153). Oxford: 
Clarendon Press. 


406 


AL-MUKHATABAT libglSol] N° 27 JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 2018 


Davidson, D. (2001). “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”. In D. 
Davidson, Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation (pp. 183 - 198). Oxford 
University Press. 


Hernandez-Iglesias, M. (1994). “Incommensurability without Dogmas”’, 
Dialectica, 48(1), 29-45. 

Kemp, G. (2012). Quine versus Davidson: Truth, reference, and meaning. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 


Kolbel, M. (2001) “Two dogmas of Davidsonian semantics”, Journal of 
Philosophy, 98(12), 613-635. 


Malpas, J. E. (1992). Donald Davidson and the Mirror of Meaning. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 


Quine, W. V. (1969). “Epistemology Naturalized”. In W. V. Quine, 
Ontological Relativity (pp. 69-90). Columbia University Press. 


Quine, W. V. (1969). “Ontological Relativity”. In W. V. Quine, Ontological 
Relativity ¢ other essays (pp. 26-68). Columbia University Press. 


Quine, W. V. (1980). “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”. In W. V. Quine, 
From a Logical Point of View (pp. 20-46). Harvard University Press. 


Quine, W. V. (1981). Theories and Things. The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press. 


Quine, W. V. (1990). The Roots of Reference. La Salle, Illinois: Open Court. 
Quine, W. V. (1998). From Stimulus to Science. Harvard University Press. 


407 


